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rr I s intellectual and cultural history of 
* ancient India, from the Aryan invasions of the 
second millennium n.c. to the rise of Islam, 
emphasizes political and social thouj^ht — the 
relation of social theory to religious belief, the 
values that replaced the heroic ideal of the Aryan 
warrior, the ways in which society was ordered 
and coercion justified. 

"i'he period of Indian history from the sixth 
to the second centuries b.c:. saw the devclopiiieiit 
of the great heterodox systems of thought, tlie 
hardening of the class structure, the rise of new 
modes of economic production, and the establish- 
ment of the bureaucratic empire of the Nlauryas. 
'I'hese changes inspired a hotly of philosophical 
speculation in which the broad dimensions of 
•Indian thought arc revealed, and the study con- 
centrates on this period. Sacred texts and 
secular treatises are examined in the light of the 
religious values and social forces that shaped 
Indian thoitglii. Wlterc appropriate, the con- 
tributions of iiiodcrii social science arc used to 
analyse and interpret these ideas. 

'Fhe first half of the liook is devoted primarily 
the evolution of religious beliefs and philo- 
sophic concepts, the myth structure, aiid^ caste 
organization. 'I'he second half considers the 
political literature, legal cc-tdes, and ideologies 
that attempted to answer the new c|iicstions 
posed by the decline of tribal culture and tlie 
emergence of the iiioiiarchical statef. 

'The author argues that the history of political 
philosophy is greatly enriched by a consideration 
of ancient Indian political ideas. ni;iny of which 
will impress the reader as strikingly iiiodcrn. 

Afr [>rrktrieier is .^^issistapif I^rofessat' o/ i^nlit iral 
Scienc'c ai Stanfard U nitfetsily. 
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PREFACE 


I suppose that the reasons one gives for writing a book rarely do justice 
to the assortment of personal enthusiasms and prejudices, convictions and 
. compulsions that surely enter into such an undertaking. Candor perhaps 
serves no more than the therapeutic needs of authors, but in the case of 
this book I feel impelled to say more than the usual things about the im- 
portance of a concern with the issues of political philosophy, a concern 
that was the germ of my own interest in Indian concepts of government, 
law, and society. I must admit, however, that this study has not led me « 
into professional Indological pursuits, and I can make no claim to the 
easy familiarity with the ancient languages that some readers will insist 
is the only valid passport to the India of the Vedic warrior, the Buddhist 
monk, and the introspective emperor. This book is intended not primarily 
for specialists in the field of early Indian thought, but for the increasing 
number of persons whose attention has been drawn to the emerging na- 
tions of our world and whose curiosity has nourished the desire to know 
something about backgrounds, and for those students of political theory 
and the history of political ideas who wish to understand more about the 
nature of myth or about what happened at the other end of human time — 
or who believe (as I do) that political theory shades imperceptibly into 
whaf is sometimes described as political sociology and who would respond 
to the kind of treatment I have here attempted. I should like to think that 
the contemporary interest in the formal and historical sociology of Max 
' Weber (who, in the words of Raymond Aron, both separated and united 
politics and science) will not only direct more thought to the study of the 
forms that the myth of authority may assume and reawaken a sensitivity 
to the importance of history in the study of social values and institutions, 
but will inspire a literature of humane scholarship that veers away from 
the self-conscious absorption in who and what we are as social scientists, 
while preserving the status of theory — ^both descriptive and prescriptive. 

I am aware that many will argue, with considerable justification, that 
most political theorists are really historians. On this point I believe it 
will be sufficient to .suggest that political theory is one of several marches 
of political science where the discipline merges with other areas of learn- 
ing ; the problem is not that political theorists are historians or philosophers 
but that th^ often disregard the contributions that the behavioral sciences 
are able to make to their field and take tlie sort of defensive posture that 
can only invite the aggression of those weary of the usual preoccupations 
of political philosophers. As for history, I think it can be argued that in 
revealing the limitations of any single system of political and social specu- 
lation, in making us mindful of the changing role of philosophic ideas and 
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deepening our perception of the relation of ideas to economic interests and* 
social institutions (as well as the relation of ideas to one another*), and in 
alerting us to the shortcomings of those techniques of social science which 
disguise or discount the dynamic nature of social phenomena, the study of 
history is unavoidable in the analysis of ideas and ideologies. In our search 
for new answers we sometimes forget the old questions, or fail to see al- 
ternative ways of posing the questions. A knowledge of other ages, like 
a knowledge of other cultures, takes us far enough outside our own time 
and place to provide the necessary perspective on ourselves, while simul- 
taneously returning us to the perennial problems of social order and to 
fundamental principles that are easily obscured by the immediacy and 
urgency of events. 

This book concentrates on the values that legitimized or disguised the 
use of power in ancient India, the manner in which these values were sym- 
. bolized, the various attitudes toward political life and the difTcrent ways 
of thinking about questions of justice and freedom, the methods employed 
by those in positions of authority in resolving conflict and creating con- 
sensus, the ways action was explained and made consistent with religious 
values and the requirements of society, the concept of community itself 
and what man conceived his relation to his fellow men to be, and the effect 
of organization on political ideals. Essentially this is the story of the 
ancient heroic ideal, and of the norms of conduct that replaced it. A major 
problem in an investigation of this kind is the reconstruction of popular 
culture as well as the proper interpretation of the records left to us by the 
more articulate stratum of society. In this study I have enlisted the aid of 
psychology and the social sciences ift an attempt to indicate something 
about the nonrational and symbolic experience of a civilization emerging 
from a tribal culture and experimenting with several forms of social co- 
ordination. This approach may not find favor with Sanskritists and In- 
dologists ; but taking heart from such studies as those of 1C. R. Dodds and 
F. M. Cornford (writing of Homeric and classical cultures) and, to cite 
only the most recent, the Cambridge ethnographer Edmund Leach (“Pul- 
leyar and the Lord Buddha,” Psychoanalysis and Psychoanalytic Review, 
Vol. 49, No. 2), I am prepared to support the contention of Professor 
Dodds that if we would get beyond the mere description of events and 
external behavior we must use what light is available to us, and that a 
diffused or unsteady light is superior to none at all. 

It may appear that on occasion I have dodged technical problems or 
offered too generous a choice of interpretations, or even swept an inoppor- 
tune question under the nearest palm leaf. In defense I can only say that 
I have tried to keep the text as free of involutions and arbitrariness as is 
within my power and consistent with the aims of the book. 

There is an extensive technical literature dealing at least obliquely 
with the documents and phases of Indian social and intellectual history 
that concern us here, but much of it presupposes a sophisticated knowl- 
edge of Vedic and Hindu culture. Unfortunately this literature is not 
always readily available en Ejirope and America, though the notes and 
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.footnofes to the present volume should introduce the reader to a sufficient 
number Af secondary sources to enable him to pursue further any problem 
that is of particular interest to him. Basham, Renou, and others have pro- 
vided general studies of Indian religion and civilization that may be con- 
sulted for a more complete picture of the context in which political and 
social ideas developed. Indian religion is an exceedingly complex subject, 
but one that cannot be avoided in a work of this sort. I know that there 
are readers who will take issue with certain characterizations (particularly 
in this area) that may seem casual or misleading, or perhaps not sufficiently 
abreast of current scholarship (my reference to “renascent” Brahmanism 
may he a case in point). Here I ask only that it be kept in mind that my 
intention has been to provide no more than a backdrop for the more strictly 
social commentary and that the terms I have used must sometimes be 
understood in accordance with this purpose. I trust that my departure 
from standard orthography »vill make this book more appealing to the 
general reader, and that I have not lost ground thus gained by employing* 
too much of the private language of the less modest social sciences. 

The impression of a mindless, jewel-bedecked despotism colors the 
picture of the ancient l^ast in many Western minds. This book is intended 
to correct that image. Historians have generally discounted the political 
fertility of the Orient and turned to the Greek city-state for the origins of 
speculation on government and public life. But there are probably few 
today who would say with Gibbon that “all Oriental history is one un- 
ceasing round of valor, greatness, degeneracy and decay.” For we are 
discovering that the subject is neither that romantic, nor that futile. 

This study grew out of a project designed to interest the Fulbright 
Selection Board in senditig me to India, a country that has long fa.scinated 
me. I wish to thank tliose who made possible a year of study in India, and 
to express my appreciation to the many Indian scholars and friends who 
were helpful in steering me down the right paths in that first stage of 
research. A version of this study was submitted as a dissertation to Har- 
vard University several years ago and was read by my major professors, 
Carl J. Friedrich and Talcott Parsons, as well as by Daniel H. II. Ingalls 
of the Department of Sanskrit and Indian Studies, and I thank them here 
for their assistance. I wish also to acknowledge my debts to teachers who, 
though not involved in this book, have provided me with a standard of 
leaching and .scholarship: Professors Merle Ciirti and Hans Gcrth of the 
University of Wi.sconsin; Professors Robert Maciver, Harry Carman, 
and the late Franz Neumann of Columbia; Professors Louis Hartz and 
David Owen of Harvard and Professor A. P. D’Entreves. Miss Elaine 
Lasky escorted this manu.script through the press with agility and a gentle 
toleration of its author’s vagaries. Finally, there is my wife Margot, who 
suffered (not always in silence) for many long hours over typewriter, 
footnotes, and index cards, but who could always be relied on for the 
heartening word that arms against despair. 


Palo Alio, California 


C. D. 
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PARTl 

Introduction 


1 * THE STUDY OF INDIAN POLITY 


At different stages in its development, Christianity had challenged the 
forces of traditionalism from a perspective that transcended history. But 
by the seventeenth century, with the voyages of discovery and explora- 
tion, a new Archimedean point from which human societies could be 
judged, a perspective within history itself, had emerged. Toward the end 
of the century, a number of European intollccluals undertook to remind 
their fellow citizens that Europe had no monopoly on the truth. The read- 
ing public was introduced to the idea of culture, of worlds within the world. 
For a time the wise Egyptian captured popular interest ; then attention 
turned to Persia as Chardin recounted his travels in that exotic land and 
Montesquieu viewed the institutions of his time through Persian eyes. 
The European imagination was fired in turn by Siam, China, the dignity 
of the Arab, and the nobility of the savage. 

Accounts of strange lands and peoples were an effective device for 
holding a mirror to the social and political conditions in the states of 
Western Europe. In fact, they were more successful as critiques of Euro- 
pean institutions and traditions than they were in revealing the nature of 
Oriental and primitive societies. It v/as often difficult to recognize where 
the descriptions left oif and the utopias began. 

This fascination with the exotic gradually gave way to the allures of 
science and progress and the vision of a society that would distribute its 
benefits more widely. By the nineteenth century, when the Orient was 
again contrasted with Europe — this time with a Europe moving toward 
enlightenment and prosperity — Asia no longer held the advantage. Peoples 
once admired for their sanity and sophistication were now held up as ex- 
amples of decadence. The non-European world, the nonscientific world, 
had no lessons worth the listening. To Macaulay the whole literature of 
India was not worth a shelf of European books. 

But some of Macaulay's contemporaries, scholars and artists under 
the spell of romanticism and idealist philosophy, were beginning to ques- 
tion the wisdom of his view. German romanticism had revealed what 
Mircea Eliade calls “the charm of the primordial image” ; and, with the 
development of comparative philology and the discovery of the common 
origin of Greek and Sanskrit, Hegel was moved to remark that a world 
had been discovered. Before the century was over, a more systematic 
approach to the symbolism of mythology and the? emergence of disciplines 
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of objective social and cultural analysis gave a new respectability to Indie 
studies. 

A knowledge of primitive cultures and ancient civilizations is of par- 
ticular value in focusing our attention on the significance of myth in giving 
purpose and meaning to life, in explaining the fact of death and catastrophe, 
and in holding groups of men together. Myth tells men how they are to 
live in order to achieve the goals of their lives, and it tells them what their 
relationship to other men is to be. In the pages that follow, we shall en- 
counter several forms of this myth of authority, ideas that had been 
elaborated in India by the third century n.c. 

We find ourselves today in a world of newly independent nations, 
many of them little more than communities of clans and tribes. Even for 
the most communal of these societies custom is no longer able to provide 
a sufficient guide to conduct, and new types of regulation must replace 
the weakened voices of tradition and habit. In these infant states processes 
are at work that resemble those which concern us in this study. 

A principal obstacle in an undertaking of this kind is the scarcity of 
materials necessary to establish the relationship of changes in social and 
economic organization to changes in the belief system. Consequently, 
monographs arc often limited to descriptions of the sequence of beliefs — 
as though one idea simply gave birth to another. The decline of tribal 
culture and the emergence of an agricultural economy clearly influenced 
the evolution of political forms ; but generally speaking, changes in modes 
of production and technology exerted less influence on political thought 
than did religious ideas, and far lcss»»than com])arable social changes have 
exerted on modern political thought. It has been argued, in a well-known 
study of primitive political systems, that ‘*the material interests that actuate 
individuals or groups in an African society operate in the frame of a body 
of interconnected moral and legal norms the order and stability of which 
is maintained by the political organization.’*^ This statement is as ap- 
pro])riate to ancient India as it is to tribal Africa. It suggests the impor- 
tance of the normative context in which social action takes place, but, as 
we shall see, it disguises certain problems. 

The approach of social’ theorists such as Max Weber and Talcott Par- 
sons, who recognize the power of social norms in regulating conduct, is 
often more valid in the study of ancient ideas and values than is the socio- 
logical model that stresses the direct power relationship and describes 
society simply in terms of coercion of some men by others. Karl Wittfogel 
has given us a study of the centralized, despotic government — which he 
sees as the all-important fact of Oriental “hydraulic” social systems.^ In 
these states there are no other centers of power capable of cliallenging the 
bureaucracy. Coercion models, such as Wittfogel’s, reveal very little about 
the interrelationships of social institutions and discount the role of con- 
sensus in holding a society together, but their greater attention to sources 

1 Numbered notes (prii.iarily source citations) will be found at the back of the 
book, on pages 321-39. 
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Tke Study of Indian Polity 

of conflict may (as in the Marxian theory) indicate more about the dy- 
namic processes at work in society than theories that stress values and 
integration. 

Although few religions can equal Brahmanism in providing a rationale 
for gross social inequities, social institutions in ancient India did not 
function without producing antagonisms. The norms of society are not 
a seamless web ; there may be serious incongruities between the directing 
values of a culture and the institutional forms these values take. The con- 
cept of a sacred order of things does not necessarily preclude a sense of 
the duality of politics and ethics. And although we tend to assume a high 
■degree of cohesion in a ruling class, there is often dissension within the 
ranks of elite grouf)s. Power is not always integrative nor does it always 
serve collective goals, and power is not always power over others in the 
struggle for scarce values. To understand power only in this last sense 
i« to make Wittfogel’s mistake, namely, to overlook the dependence of the 
ruler on different groups and institutions within the community.® But 
to deny the fact that power may become an end in itself would be to deny 
the subject of this study. Neither a consensus nor a coercion theory is 
sufficient in itself. The work of Max Weber (himself a student of Oriental 
cultures) suggests possibilities for relating the two images of society. 

Weber did not seek to refute Marx, but only to demonstrate that al- 
though economic factors may indeed be the single most powerful con- 
ditioning element in society, taken alone tliey were not sufficient to explain 
why a society should organize productive relationships in certain ways. To 
Marx’s question “Why does the history of the East appear as a history of 
religions?”* Weber might have answered that the appearance is not to 
be discounted, that a knowledge of Asian societies presupposes an ap- 
preciation of the coordinating function of religion. But religious belief 
could take a variety of forms and, for Weber, these differences were related 
to the class situation of those who create or receive the particular belief. 
Although the socio-economic order influences the ethic, religion was not 
seen as a class ideology.® And class itself was now defined in terms of 
life-style and sentiments of honor. The Marxian argument has been modi- 
fied in many respects, but Weber’s basic approach retains many similarities 
to historical materialism -particularly in the significance he attaches to 
class interest. The expression of these interests is always influenced by 
the cultural values of the individual. Weber believed that the one thing 
we can be certain of is that men do hold ethical and cultural values. 
He is, however, more convinced of the inner logic of the Indian belief 
system than the facts warrant. And he often leaves one wishing for further 
clarification of the conditions most conducive to the emergence of the 
charismatic ideas that arc central to his argument. 

Weber’s sociological point of de])arturc is the conviction that the so- 
cial scientist must concern himself with the subjective meaning of actions. 
(“Meaning,” as he understands it, is the con.sciously perceived relation 
between means and ends.) Behavior, particularly interdiction of people, 
must be understood not merely in terms of its social function, but also in 
terms of the significance the actor attaches to his actions and to the way 
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these actions are organized into institutions. What are the norms of the 
society, the values that integrate and legitimate actions, organise interests 
and provide the basis of an interpretation of the world, and establish alter- 
native modes of conduct ? These values must be understood if we are to 
establish standards of reasonable behavior. 

Wilhelm Dilthey had argued that if we are to understand, we must 
enter the spiritual world of those we seek to know ; we must grasp the 
fundamental psychological structure to which the symbols of a culture are 
related. No such task is attempted here. We seek only to suggest certain 
broad limits of ancient Indian thought — ^and always, necessarily, that of 
the more articulate aristocratic culture. What can we really know of the 
humble soul worshiping at the shrine of Shiva, let alone of the world-view 
of a Vedic warrior ? We shall confront types of experience that are for- 
eign to anything we have known. The structure as well as the categories 
of thought are in some measure dependent on their social context. 

Even if this insight were possible, it would verify nothing. Nor would 
it be enough to try to determine the intentions of the actor without also 
determining the nature of the social structure and the way social rela- 
tionships affect behavior. Nonetheless, knowledge inevitably must draw 
on whatever experiences of our own are apposite.® We can never com- 
pletely escape the method of cmpathctic understanding if we wish to do 
more than observe the externals of action.'^ This fact must not be permitted 
to lend support to the old argument that history is concerned with unique 
events. No less than the scientist, the historian relies on general concepts 
in which events are related in patterns. We usually are not completely 
conscious of these regularities impli<;d in our explanations. 

In examining any Oriental subject, we of necessity find ourselves 
working within the conceptual framework of our own culture. In some 
cases it may be instructive to turn to the West for examples, to sug- 
gest a parallel, or to point a moral; The images and constructions we 
use will fit only imperfectly. For even the concept of the slate (as we 
know it) has no exact counterpart in Indian political development. And 
the political function is not always readily distinguished from other social 
functions.® 

Although the polity of ancient India provides many striking contrasts 
with the political structures of the West, it has its familiar aspects as well. 
There is, in fact, the danger that we may recognize too much ; that we may 
perversely read the present into the past or equate ideas that are only 
superficially alike. Excellent scholars have succumbed to this temptation ; 
an instance is Sir Henry Maine's treatment of Hindu jurisprudence. With- 
out appreciation of these dangers, comparison of Indian and European 
political and legal institutions and values can be more misleading than 
illuminating. 

An unfortunate feature of a good deal of the interpretation of Hindu 
political thought has been the willingness of Indian scholars, trained in 
Western history, to force an equation of Hindu and Western theoretical 
concepts. Often a certain similarity does exist, but the Western concept is 
allowed to shape the Indian situation. A case in point is the idea of the 
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divine ^igh^ of kings : the Hindu monarch never dreamed of such sweeping 
immunities as those claimed by the Stuart kings. 

Some recent scholars have apparently been motivated by the desire 
to find in Indian political history a democratic tradition that could be ex- 
ploited for purposes of nation-building. Of these attempts to discover 
modem ideals in the theory and structure of an ancient polity, Professor 
Nilakanta Sastri has remarked : 

To import the associations of democracy to the interpretation of early 
Indian records, because some of them happen to mention elections and 
ballot, is unconsciously to raise fresh obstacles in the way of a correct 
understanding of the atmosphere surrounding the working of these 
and other institutions in ancient India. By stressing the committee- 
system, the elections to the committees, and the employment of ballot 
in the elections, and then almojt ignoring the whole complex of notions 
• associated with caste, custom and religion which dominated social life 
in those times, one may find it easy to paint the picture of a society in * 
which people cared much for political rights and representative institu- 
tions and regulated their daily conduct almost entirely on secular and 
rational considerations. But it seems hardly worth while to make the 
attempt ; for the doubtful satisfaction that may be derived from claim- 
ing modern wisdom for our ancestors is purchased at the cost of any 
chance of our knowing them as they were.® 

A final problem arises from the paucity of historical documentation, 
especially for the Vedic period. There is nothing comparable in detail 
to the early Anglo-Saxon charters and laws. Statements from ancient 
Hindu treatises can rarely be taken *as simple declarations of historical 
facts, "^ind the luse of such materials accordingly requires much caution if 
we are not to be as wide of the mark as a historian would be who sought 
to re-create the English political scene on the basis of the Policraticus or 
the Oceana. But considerable ingenuity has gone into textual analysis 
and into comparison and substantiation based on cpigraphical and other 
sources, slim as such evidence is. Since we are concerned primarily with 
political thought, the sacred texts are of course suggestive in ways they 
often cannot be in strict political history. 

The few authentic works on law and polity that we have point to the 
existence of a great literature as yet unearthed. The central treatise, the 
Arthashastra (Arthasdstra) of Kautalya, was not discovered until the 
‘early years of this century, and there is still no final agreement on its 
authorship or the date of its composition. Kautalya may not have been 
India’s greatest political mind, but he is at least accessible and his peers — 
if any — ^are not. The Shnkranitisara {Sukranitisdra), which caused con- 
siderable excitement at the time of its discovery, is possibly a nineteenth- 
century forgery. Dependable material on Tamil polity takes us no further 
into the past than the closing years of the pre-Christian era, although 
southern political institutions probably antedate those of the north. Finally, 
most of our sources are compilations of earlier writings; none of the 
puranas (puranas), epics, or law books are available in their original form, 
and it is likely that the Artliashas^ra also contains later interpolations. 
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Introduction 


Our study focuses on the ideas and doctrines that influenced the gov- 
erning elites. We could wish to know more about their popular acceptance, 
but we cannot. Our emphasis will in any event be on theoretical considera- 
tions. These ideas will be examined in their institutional context. And 
here we have the record that coins, inscriptions, and occasional foreign 
commentary (particularly Greek and Chinese) contril)ute. Mauryan ad- 
ministrative systems will receive the greater attention that the relative 
wealth of such records allows and the importance of these structures de- 
mands. 

A central theme of Indian political speculation is the relationship be- 
tween brahman legitimation and kshatriya authority.® We shall attempt 
to show, by referring to the sacred literature and secular arthashastra texts, 
how this relationship was interpreted by brahman authorities, as well as 
how power was actually exercised. Ancient Indian political thought 
emerged in the context of the most conservative large-scale society history 
has witnessed, a society Max Weber pictured as the one logically consistent 
expression of the organic conception of community. Hindu social theory, 
as he observes, “furnished no principles for an ethical universalism which 
would raise general demands for life in the world.” We find instead “a 
metaphysically and cosmologically substructured technology of the means 
to achieve salvation from this world.”^® 

And yet, despite this dominance of religion, ancient India did produce 
a sizable body of political literature. It is almost wholly brahman. Po- 
litical ideas in the West have frequently come from new classes asserting 
their claim to a more equitable share of social opportunity ; in India, by 
contrast, the impetus to political thought was almost invariably conserva- 
tive. When heterodoxy attempted to replace the detailed prescriptions and 
proscriptions of human conduct with general ethical principles or mystical 
withdrawal, or when kings sought tp make political authority self-legiti- 
mating, the brahmans were forced into the ideological arena. As interpre- 
ters of the sacred code by which social roles and institutions were justified, 
the brahmans were forced to rationalize their privileged position. When 
their qualifications were contested by Buddhism and other heterodoxies, 
the brahman priests were pressed into a closer alliance with the political 
authority and the state became, in effect, the guarantor of religion. For 
with the possibility of new bases of legitimation the brahmans were con- 
fronted with the alternatives of making concessions to the king or losing 
their status. 

In the evolution of Brahmanic authority, we witness first the priests’ 
attempt to transform the Vedic sacrifice into a theological system beyond 
the reach of ordinary men. For centuries the brahman was successful in 
securing his power by his magical control of the ritual. Then came the era 
of the great heterodox systems, whose challenge impelled the broadening 

^ I have chosen not to capitalize the names of the major social groupings, in order 
to avoid confusions resulting, from the several uses of the word brahman. pp. 

80ff. below.) The brahmans {brdhmaia^as) were the repository of religious authority; 
the kshatriya ik^atriya) nobility was the guardian of the secular power. 
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of Jiralinianjsni into a way of life more closely related to the everyday needs 
of the i>eo|)Ie. fn tliis exoteric form, renascent lirahmaiiism (Hinduism) 
was able to preserve its authoritative role. Jhil lirahmanism had never 
actually been confronted with an ideolofjy tlial admitted the wisdom, or 
even the possibility, of changinjj tlie world. 

Despite the popularization of Hrahmanism, ii mnained unclianged in 
one important aspect: the value attached to rigorous training of the mind 
and spirit through asceticism and meditation. This discijdine makes de- 
mands on men that only a few can meet; its goal is an experience that is 
not directly communicable and which, because it teaches that the truth 
'cannot be found in the things of this world, can never be achieved through 
direct empirical knowledge. Such awareness demarcates the religious life 
of the virtuoso from that of the mass of men. Although the gnosis of 
Buddhism was not the same as the abstruse technical knowledge of the 
brahman priest who ofiiciated at the sacrifice, the mystical devaluation of 
the t(‘mporal and material continued to be the means of salvation. 

Buddhism introduced into Indian religious speculation a rational ethic 
which, because of its logical clarity and consistency, contained at least the 
potential for effecting change in the social structure. But the Buddhist 
conception of Nirvana is fundamentally a turning from the w’orld, a libera- 
tion from the suffering the world impost ... This goal could be attained 
without any significant alteration of social institutions ; it called only for 
withdrawal and renunciation. And though capacity had replaced birth 
as the prerequisite of this training, the rigorous discipline of mind and 
body limited the mystical experience to the few. 

In the Brahmanic revival of the last centuries of the pre-Christian era 
perfonFiance of caste roles was made the qualifying condition for the mystic 
gnosis. The moment of salvation through union with the impersonal and 
diffuse supernatural power must usually have seemed remote to the Hindu, 
but this docs not justify Weber’s argument that the masses were left in 
undisturbed magical bondage and that techniques of self-discipline lay 
removed from their interests and practical behavior.^’ Such an argument 
overlooks the many forms of religious expression and discipline that find 
justification within the system. Weber argues further that practical 
ethical and economic questions were of little interest to the Asian intel- 
ligentsia; this, too, must be qualified. There is an impressive body of 
Sanskrit literature devoted to such considerations, and of course the ruling 
dite and the priests could not afford to ignore immediate problems of 
government. J'Cven in the brahman sources ex])cdicncy appears in sur- 
prisingly modern garb as. the basis of policy. 

In European theory the political has traditionally been viewed as that 
which is shared by the people as a whole ; society is commonly understood 
as an arena of competing interests seeking to influence the formation of 
public policy. In ancient India, the political was thought to be the province 
of one particular segment of society — ^a society broken into castes, for 
whom the idea of political competition would have been unthinkable. In- 
dian political philosophy is preoccupied with the pjoblem of order ; it is a 
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philosophy of caution, a warning against the unfortunate cotif cquences of 
any disturbance of tradition and the institutions in which it was embodied. 
Often this warning involves more than denouncing heterodoxy or cham- 
pioning the established order. It may offer positive recommendations for, 
action to safeguard the customary patterns of human affairs and aid men 
in the attainment of security and salvation. Or it may prescribe what 
amounts to an alternative to social life — a turning from the realm of sense 
experience to that of pure contemplation. 

Fundamental to Indian religion is the concept of dharma. The word 
derives from dhri {dhr), to hold, to maintain, to treasure. By the time 
of the ritual texts known as the Brahmanas (BrOhmanas) , dharma had 
replaced the earlier Vedic term rita (rta), which means “setting in motion" 
and refers to the principle of the universe that established the patterns and 
processes that regulate all things.® The conception of dharma includes a 
theory of the place of power in the cosmic order, and this in turn introduces 
the alUmportaiit role of the sacrifice — ^the bond between man and the gods. 

Forces of expansion and release were present, however, tendencies 
conducive to the ordered arrangement and setting in motion of the parts 
of the universe, but their activity was insufficient to overcome inertia. 
There was a deadlock until power was generated of heaven and earth. 

. . . The parts of the cosmos were now put into order or harmony 
and set in motion, to run like a machine. All, however, remained sub- 
ject to power. Continued harmonious operation of the cosmic ma- 
chine depended upon the performance of the sacrifice by men and gods 
in collaboration, each strengthcring the other.’ ^ 

In this same period dharma seems to have acquired two interpretations, 
related but distinguishable. It came to imply virtue, the moral duty, and 
it came to refer to the performance of caste function, the social duty.*^ 
These two meanings persist in later literature. 

Dharma defies exftet rendering in English; it has been compared to 
everything from Aristotle’s “efficient cause" to Godwin’s “political jus- 
tice." All things have a dharma — ^the principle of their being and their 
harmony with truth. It is the eternal and necessary moral law, the code 
of righteousness ; the term is used to denote both truth and righteous con- 
duct.^ The point has been made^® that the dilemma of determinism versus 
free will, instinct versus reason, nature versus man, becomes meaningless 
when the same concept is used for both the totality of rules and duties and 
for truth, for both the natural and the moral. In short, dharma stands for 

^ The term rita is closely related to the Persian asha, and it would appear prob- 
able that the concept has its historical source in the age before the separation of 
Indian and Iranian peoples. The Brahmanas are discussra in Chapter 3. 

op. V. Kane ([208], I, pp. If.) demonstrates how the term went through a 
gradual evolution in meaning until, by the Upanishads, it had eome to signify *'the 
privileges, duties and obligations of a man, his standard of conduct as a member of 
the Aryan community, as a member of one of the castes, as a person in a particular 
stage of life.” 

^ On the variety of meanings in the Rigveda alone, vide Rigveda III, 17.1 : VII, 
89.5; X, 56.3. 
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a manner ofilife, the whole duty of man in relation to the general moral, 
material, and intellectual purposes of life. 

Dharma was frequently interpreted as that which possessed the author- 
ity of the Vedas or the commentaries on the Vedas, and it had its example 
in the virtuous conduct of those who knew the Vedas. Later the idea de- 
veloped that when dharma fades it is made known anew by the appearance 
of inspired persons (^avatdras). Some non-Indian religious systems, such 
as Christianity {Khrista-dharma) , are considered tribal dharmas. Kvery 
study of dharma is complicated by the varying senses in which the word 
is used. Because it is taken to mean custom, obligation, sacred law, justice, 
and the norm of conduct — and is thus a category of theology, of ethics, 
and of law — the state in promoting dharma becomes a justice-dispensing 
and duty-enforcing institution as well as the guarantor of religion.^* 

The dharma of an individual, swadharma (svadharma), may recall 
the" Platonic theory of justice^® or Aristotle’s definition of nature : “What 
each thing is when at its best, that we call its nature.” It concerns essential 
function or ]Hirposc. The accomplishment of one’s duty is an individual’s 
highest achievement : in the famous words of the Bhagavad Gitd, “One’s 
own duty, though imperfectly performed, is superior to another’s duty 
ably accomplished.”^® 

The preservation of dharma was the major obligation of the state. 
This is why Hindu political theory was essentially static, and this is also 
why any treatment of the subject will seem to flow into economics, sociol- 
ogy, epistemology, and metaphysics. Religious and political ideas arc 
often juxtaposed. The gods, for example, were frequently credited with 
the authorship of ideas on government— a practice that indicates not only 
a desire for the prestige of traditional and divine personages, but also the 
very gradual evolution of ideas, the loss (through oral communication) 
of definite knowledge, and presumably in some cases the desire for anonym- 
ity. Life was a prelude to a greater cxpcriciice, and most Hindu political 
thought, at least before the Arthashastra, bears a resemblance in general 
tone to Western medieval political theory. 

Dharma expresses individual caste obligations, and the state, in com- 
mitting itself to the maintenance of dharma, is thus only indirectly con- 
cerned with the achievement of a unifying common purpose. Essentially, 
as with the economic concept of the “invisible hand,” the pursuit of the 
individual’s interest is seen as resulting in the greater good of the com- 
munity.® Differentiating as it does between the inherent worth of indi- 
viduals, dharma precludes that equality in civil rights essential to a spirit 
of citizen participation, and tends to exalt the status quo. 

One critic has remarked : 

The conception of dharma has been taken to sanctify the existing social 
order with all the iniquity that is implied in the hierarchical arrange- 


Because the castes were governed by their own customs as well as by sacred 
law, there were frequent opportunities for laws to be at ^riance with one another. 
In instances of such conflicts and confusions, the king or twe brahm^ was considered 
to be the appropriate arbiter (dependiui^ on the nature of the conflict). 
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ment. . . . Instead of making an attempt to actualize 4ie ideal and 
translate the ideal in institutional terms, the actual has been idealized. 
Such an attitude makes inevitably for conservatism and kills the spirit 
of critical examination. There is to be no analysis of the very founda- 
tions of the social order. By connecting the state with dharma, the dis- 
tinction between the actual and the ideal is ignored : and the state is 
placed beyond the range of criticism.^ ^ 

Rangaswami Aiyangar ])rovides a more generous, somewhat Aristotelian, 
analysis : ‘Tnnate quality and potentiality are related ; so dharma is taken 
to be the mean between the ideal and the possible. , . . Whatever is en- 
joined by authority or the inward promptings of conscience is dharma and 
comes within the scope of Dharmashastra.”' As a working definition in 
these pages, we shall content ourselves with Edgerton’s more neutral in- 
terpretation. ‘‘Dharma is propriety, socially approved conduct, in relation 
to one’s fellow men or to other living beings (animals or superhuman 
powers). Law, social usage, morality, and most of what we ordinarily 
mean by religion, all fall under this head.”^* 

Law is thus ultimately god-given and removed from popular interpre- 
tation and appeal. The priests were its custodians ; their exclusive access 
to the sacred learning of the past and their role as teachers consolidated 
this control. Dharma stood above the king, and his failure to preserve it 
must accordingly have disastrous consequences. Such neglect or mis- 
conduct called for the king and his ministers to make compensation and 
do penance. The ruler who abused the power of sanction and coercion 
(danda) was warned that he might find himself its first victim. Power 
must be employed impartially (imfiartially, that is, with reference to caste 
dharma) and in accord with higher law ; failure to enforce the code would 
transfer guilt to the ruler, and the violation of dharma in some texts aj)- 
pears to justify revolt against authority. Danda was a two-edged sword. 

It is the function of danda to ensure compliance with dharma ; though 
dharma depends on danda, dharma is the higher power. Hindu political 
thought never escapes from this dilemma of royal power and priestly 
authority.^® The rajadharma, the dharma of the king, exists as guarantor 
of the whole social structure. Danda is thus the means, dharma the end. 
The political power must ensure each man the broad opportunity to fulfill 
the conditions of his swadharma without interference. In the writings on 
dharma — the Dharmasutras and Dharmashastras — the dharma of the king 
is treated as the capstone of the dharma of other social groups. But in this 
emphasis on the role of punishment in maintaining order, some slalenients 
of the interdependence of dharma and danda come dangerously close to 
identifying the legal and the moral, to assuming (at least for the lower 
strata of society) that moral behavior is possible only through coercion and 
conformity. In this view there can be no real moral choice on the part of 
the masses, and fear of punishment replaces positive allegiance to dharma. 
The Mahabhdrata and the Manusmriti declare that society is regu- 

/ Ranp^aswami Aiyangar [349], pp. 25f. Dharmashastra refers to the brahmani- 
cal legal literature, the infbrpretation of the dharmic code. 
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lated by the Ability of the king to punish. ''It is danda that rules the sub- 
jects, it is danda that protects all. It is danda that keeps awake and guards 
the people when they sleep.” And because there can ])e no dliarma without 
the coercive power, “the learned style danda itself as dharma.”^” Behind 
the concept lies the belief that evil is inherent in man, that only the fear of 
danda makes men righteous. This view postulates a state of nature {mat- 
syanyaya) not essentially different from that of Hobbes and Spinoza, in 
which a strong authority is required to impose restraints on the natural 
appetites of the people. The state without sanctions is no state at all. The 
alternative to danda is the law of the jungle — or, to use the image beloved 
of brahman theorists, of the sea : the strong would devour the weak “like 
fishes in water.” 

Of the two major parts of this book, the first is primarily concerned 
with religion and philosophy, the second with social and political theory. 
Chapters 3 and 4 are devoted to a discussion of Brahmanism. Chapter 5 
treats of caste and its justification; Cha])tcrs 6 and 7 deal, respectively, 
with the heterodox reaction to brahman myth and with the renascent 
Brahmanism, or Hinduism, which survives to our own day. This analysis 
enables us to discern both the bases of early Indian political authority and 
the nature of the dualism that pervaded the symbolism and structure of the 
social thought of the time. 

Chapters 8 and 9 introduce the social tliought of the Mahabharata and 
distinguish the theory of action of the Gita from that of Kautalya, the 
brahman architect of the imjierial state. The description in Chapter 10 of 
the two great empires of ancient India is followed by a discussion of 
Kautalya's ArtJwsliastra in Chapters 1 1 and 12. This part concludes with 
a commentary on minor secular treatises and the canonical law books. 

The literal Lire on polity is usually .termed arthashastra or nitishaslra. 
Arthashastra has a broader significance than most of the political terms 
employed by Hindu writers and comprehends both politics and economics 
(dandanlti and vdrtla) : material gain is its subject. It is one of the thirty- 
two “sciences” of the Hindus, and is conceived as a distinct branch of 
learning, coordinate with those others (dharma, kama, nioksa) that deal 
with the central purposes of man. In later waitings, usually termed nJti, 
political advantage challenges the earlier concern with moral right. Dan- 
damti is translated as rules of government. The concept implies that fear 
of retribution is the real basis of order, and it represents a shift in emphasis 
from the more positive view (i.e., rajadharma) that the use of power is 
validated only by the welfare of the community. Government is frequently 
characterized specifically as the science of sanction and coercion, that is, 
of danda, the guardian of order. 

The concluding chapters. Chapters 14 through 16, provide a topical 
treatment of the more important political ideas and institutions of early In- 
dia, and a discussion of the concept of authority. With the spread of the 
Sultanate through northern India in the thirteenth century and the decline 
of political commentary in Indian philosophy, the lAialysis ends. 
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MYTH AND SACRIFICE 

In the ancient Aryan clans there appears to have evolved a Veda, a 
body of myths and ceremonies, now impossible to reconstruct but un- 
doubtedly the creation of court singers. These poets exalted the warriors 
on whom they depended for their livelihood, and were expected to induce 
the support of the gods, on whom the hero, in turn, depended for success. 

The Vedic hymns (samhitas) that have survived have a common source 
in the religion that developed in the Upper Indus or in the eastern reaches 
of the Punjab. The Rigveda (Rgveda), oldest of the four major col- 
lections of hymns that constitute the Vedic literature and the earliest his- 
torical record of the Indo- Aryans, can be dated on linguistic evidence from 
at least the eleventh or twelfth century b.c., and perhaps from as early as 
the fifteenth. It has come down to us as a compilation of 1,017 hymns. 
These ancient stories and family traditions exist in what is probably very 
close to their original literary form, although the recension we have may 
be as recent as the sixth century b.c. This form reflects the need tor easy 
comprehension and memorization, since for centuries they were trans- 
mitted orally. It might be supposed that this would provide ample op- 
portunity for alteration of the hymns, but we may surmise that great care 
was taken to preserve the exact meter and phrase, for failure to render a 
proper accent or nuance of thought could destroy the efficacy of the verse 
and even imperil its teller. 

It has been suggested that the hymns are poetic preliminaries used to 
introduce the Vedic rituals, and that the ones that have survived are those 
selected in verse competitions.^ Their inspiration belongs to different 
periods of Vedic history, and the diversity is considerable. We should not 
be surprised to find that the beliefs expressed in the books of the Rigveda 
are sometimes inconsistent with one another. These texts reveal on the 
whole a sensitivity to nature, a belief in the magical and the occult, an 
optimistic outlook, and a sense of man’s significance. There is almost 
nothing that would hint at the path of ascetic withdrawal in later religious 
thought. 

Of the other collections, the Atharvaveda, although later than the 
Simaveda or Yajurveda, is more important for an understanding of early 
Indian history. Describing in detail the popular beliefs of the time, it 
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deals with sjDells and incantations and suggests the ways in which the 
Aryan ritual was modified by the incorporation of the religious belief of 
the aboriginal peoples. 

t We know little of the procedures of worship in early Vedic times. Two 
cults apparently existed among the Vedic clans {aryas) : the popular cult, 
with elements derived from the indigenous culture and comparable in some 
respects to later Hinduism ; and the esoteric ceremonial cult, presided over 
by a priesthood. The earliest Aryan priests, who administered the fire sac- 
rifice (atharvan), were not brahmans. Nor were the ar 3 ras hierocracies 
as such, since the priests were in the service of a warrior elite. Vedism in 
its formal sense was not a religion of the masses. 

The warfare that accompanied the Aryan invasion increased the im- 
portance of the sacrifice. The assistance of the gods was essential to vic- 
tory, and thus the prestige and power of those able to invoke the gods 
thr6ugh sacrifice grew — often to the point where they were regarded as 
superior to the gods themselves. The Aryans tended to look on the active 
cooperation of the gods as fair exchange for gifts offered and rituals per- 
formed. There is a frankly materialistic cast to the Vedic sacrifice.* 

There is no lack of system in either the domestic or the public rites of 
the Vedic ceremonial. Over a period of centuries the sacrifice became 
highly specialized and complicated, sometimes taking many months to 
execute. A sacrifice that in the earlier Vedic period required at most five 
or six priests had become by the Brahmanic age a remarkably elaborate 
and expensive ceremonial requiring a host of officiating priests. Those 
who actually performed the sacrifice were supervised by the brahman, who 
made certain that the service was conducted in orthodox fashion. Tech- 
nique had become all-important. The sacrifice was an attempt to impose 
an order on the whole universe ; every detail of the ritual was charged with 
cosmic significance. The Atharvaveda points to the increasing importance 
o'f magic in the public rituals. 

The symbolism of the Rigveda is often bewildering, but a central theme 
is the creation and evolution of the world, with Varuna, the all-knowing 
deity of eternal order, leading men from the age of chaos. Varuna shares 
the cosmic stage with the virile Indra, who personified the heroic virtues 
of the warrior aristocracy. The role of Indra gained in prominence until 
this swaggering lord of the thunderbolt challenged the position of Varuna 
himself. 

The Vedas do not contain an explicit ethic. The gods to whom the 
sacrifice was dedicated were representations of natural phenomena rather 
than guardians of morality. The awesome Varuna was dreaded chiefly 
because he would not forgive departures from the traditional forms of 
worship. Perhaps because of the growing need for social controls as Aryan 
society became more settled in the later Vedic period, Varuna acquired an 
increasingly severe aspect, instilling for the first time a sense of sin and 
insufficiency in the worshiper. But the Rigveda gives us a picture of 
heaven as a place of “everlasting lustre,” an “eternal, undecaying world” 



14 


Introduction 


where there is “food and full delight.”* The soul® thus survi\es death and 
may even have been conceived as reunited with the body. Purgatory has 
little significance in the theology of the Veda. Punishment was imposed 
by the gods in this world, although in the later hymns we do find reference- 
to the bottomless darkness. 

The Rigveda confronts us with a Homeric world of warrior-gods — 
ancient heroes and tribal chieftains who took on supernatural powers as 
the stories of their battles expanded in the telling. Indra, we may assume, 
is one of these early heroes. He was closely associated with the soma cult,* 
and embodied the attributes of several lesser deities. He stood as a chal- 
lenge to the demonic forces, natural and supernatural. Contentious and 
amoral though he was, given to drink and braggadocio, it was Indra who 
led the Aryans to victory and assured the coming of the rain. 

“He killed the dragon [ Vritra, the demon, who kept the vital elements 
imprisoned],setfree the waters, and split open the mountainside. . . . 
You won the cows, O brave one, you won soma ; you released the seven 
rivers, so they should flow. . . . Indra, who wields the thunderbolt 
in his hand, is the lord of what moves and what remains in rest, of what 
is peaceful and what is horned. He alone rules the tribes as their king ; 
he encloses them as does a rim [enclose] the spokes.”* 

As the Aryan chief rode into battle at the head of a coterie of knights, 
so Indra, god of the storm and lord of war, led his battalion of warrior 
heroes, or Maruts, in their chariots across the skies.® But powerful as the 
hold of Indra on the popular imagination was, the setting of Vedic mythol- 
ogy tended to shift more and mo^e to the exaltation of the sacred fire 
(Agni) and the sacrificial liquor. 

The major concern of the priestly books, the venerable Rigveda, the 
Samaveda, and the Y a jurveda, is not so much with the problems of birth 
and destiny that preoccupy the more familiar later writings, as with sacri- 
fice and liturgy.® The French Sanskritist Bergaigne maintained that Vedic 
liturgy should be interpreted as an attempt to reproduce the cosmic order so 
as to assure the effective functioning of human society. The Veda must 
therefore be understood in essentially symbolic terms. The world is con- 


® Described as breath or the principle of energy or mind. (Rigveda I, 113.16; I, 
140.8; VIII, 100.5; X, 15.1 ; X, 50.) 

^ Soma, which was consumed at the sacrifice, was an inebriating drink capable of 
producing hallucinations. It is thought to have been a drug rather than a product of 
fermentation. The Rigveda provides a ^ide to the mechanics of the soma ritual. It 
describes the preparation of the sacred liquor in detail, but lacks any exegesis of the 
liturgnr of which the ceremony was a part. 

Like the wine of Western religious tradition, soma could not fulfill the religious 
function until the brahman priest had brought about its transubstantiation. The reve- 
lations and supernatural powers it induced were called Brahman. 

®Yet the Vedic religion cannot accurately be characterized as polytheistic or 
pantheistic. We can find, for example in the Hymn of Creation — ^in the last and most 
speculative of the ten books of the Rigveda — suggestions of an ultimate cosmic prin- 
ciple, an impersonal force that lies behind creation ; “That One Thing, breathless, 
breathed by its own nature : apart from it was nothing whatsoever. . . . The gods 
are later than this world’s creation.” And there are references elsewhere in the 
Rigveda to the great Prod*eator, to whom even the gods do homage. 
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ceived as^boing at once profane and sacred ; the social order and the ritual 
order are two manifestations of the same process. Knowledge is the com- 
prehension of the complex system of classifications of which the world is 
composed ;® the sacrifice, which represents the correspondences between 
the sacred and profane orders, attempts a ritual reproduction of the divine 
plan. The sacrifice accordingly provides a key to an understanding of social 
institutions, for the categories of belief mirror the categories of social or- 
ganization. Unfortunately, however, the formularies of the priesthood 
border on the cryptic. This approach to the Vedic liturgy has led modern 
students to point out that the speculations of the Upanishads are logical 

* culminations of the early texts ; they describe different methods for achiev- 
ing the same purposes. 

The lack of any highly developed historical sense places ancient India 
among those civilizations possessing what has been called the cosmological 
style of symbolization. Such a characterization would of course exclude 
very few early peoples. Ancient man did not distinguish clearly between 
human society and nature. His knowledge of his environment was direct 
and emotional, and a will was attributed to all phenomena and every act. 

• Man could not remain passive in such a world ; the ritual was his instru- 
ment, his weapon. Through the ritual he participated directly in the eternal 
struggle against the demonic forces."^ 

In the elaborate cosmology that developed, the political order came 
to be interpreted as analogous to the cosmos, its creation a repetition of 
the divine creation of the cosmic system. In effect, the political order is 
understood cosmologically, and the cosmic is apprehended in terms that 
are essentially political.® The regime of the gods was itself the result of 
a profeJund conflict. The deities arc no less subject to this fundamental op- 
position of rita and anarchy than is man. Their individual personalities 
reflect this struggle and complicate the attempt to characterize a god with 
any degree of consistency. In one sense this opposition, which provides a 
framework for the moral ideas of the Vedas, is the dilemma of power and 
authority. We shall return to this theme in the pages that follow. 

In the India of the Rigveda the relationship of the king and his fellow 
warriors to the gods is more direct than it is in the later hymns and the 
Brahmanas. In the later literature the king is compared with Prajapati, 
the deity (or principle) of creation. In the sacrifice the role of the king is 
identified with that of the god. *TIe, the Rajanya [king] is the visible 
representative of Prajapati : hence while being one, he rules over many.'*® 
The Brahmanas tell us that it was Prajapati who created Indra king of the 
gods.^® 

As in the Mesopotamian myth, where Hammurabi conceives of him- 
self as the steward of Marduk as well as the earthly cognate of the god, 
the need for mediation between the social and cosmic realm has compli- 
cated the simple equation of the two orders. Tlie sacrifice acts as a bridge, 
and the role and position of the king in the sacrifice is not necessarily the 
function he performed in his other capacities as ruler. In India the cos- 
mological conception of the relationship between jnan and the gods was 
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originally closer to the intimate intercourse that Homer depicts in the late 
Mycenaean civilization. But by the late Vedic period the anthropomorphic 
gods of the heroic age had been eclipsed by the more imposing, often aloof, 
deities of the Brahmanas. Eventually the impersonal cosmic principle 
Brahman came to dominate religious speculation, introducing a greater 
metaphysical depth and a concept of the human soul striving for attune- 
ment with the undisturbed cosmic order. 

The germ of this complex idea may be found in Vedism, the name 
given to the early stage of Indian religion. Some Indian scholars, Ananda 
Coomaraswamy among them, have sought to explain Vedic mythology in 
terms of the psychic struggle. The eternal beginning, an idea that holds 
the cosmological view in bondage, is depicted as the endless serpent. Man 
is the dragon-slayer, demanding his freedom from the “psycho-physical 
prison.” 

This “adversary” is, of course, none but our self. . . . Thus He in 
whom we were imprisoned is now our prisoner ; as our Inner Man he 
is submerged in and hidden by our Outer Man. It is now his turn to 
become the Dragon-Slayer ; and in this war of the God with the Titan, 
now fought within you, where we are “at war with ourselves,” his 
victory and resurrection will be also ours, ij we have known Who we 
are. It is now for him to drink us dry, for us to be his wine (i.e., the 
Eucharistic meal). . . . The death of the victim is also its birth. . . . 
Expiation is provided in the Sacrifice, where by the Sacrificer’s sur- 
render of himself and the building up again of the dismembered deity, 
whole and complete, the multiple selves are reduced to their single 
principle. There is thus an incessant multiplication of the inexhaustible 
One and unification of the indefinitely Many, Such are the beginnings 
and endings of worlds and of individual beings.^^ 

Such an interpretation, though perhaps oversophisticated, is probably 
closer to the truth than those histories of religion that dispense with the 
Vedic religion as “primitive,” or as without significance in the evolution 
of Indian thought. Animism and nature-worship have their place in the 
Aryan religion, but their importance has been too much emphasized. There 
is a life-affirming quality in earlier Vedic belief, particularly in the popular 
cult, which is in marked cpntrast to later religious orientations. 

By the eighth century b.c., the Vedas were interpreted as direct reve- 
lation, and in the succeeding centuries a series of explanatory texts, the 
Brahmanas, were appended to the hymns as elaborations on Vedic ritual. 
These ritual manuals, as they became increasingly recondite, were mystify- 
ing to all but initiates. The rituals themselves had become a highly formal- 
ized religion, characterized by a complex ceremonialism with excessive 
attention to the details of performance. As religion came to be tied to a 
technical expertise, the priests strengthened their position, isolating them- 
selves from social controls. This stage in the shaping of Indian culture, 
roughly 800-500 b.c., is known as the Brahmanic epoch. By the end 
of this period the Aryan invaders who had brought Vedism to India had 
extended their hegemotqr over the whole of the Gangetic plain. They had 
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advanced toPan agricultural economy based in part on irrigation, the in- 
stitution of property was established, and the silver coins dating from this 
era attest to an extensive trade. 

ARYAN SOCIAL ORGANIZATION 

The political evolution of India is sometimes described in terms of 
four stages : the relatively simple Aryan community, the period of transi- 
tion to monarchy, the flowering of the great imperial monarchies, and the 
period of decline and disintegration. In the rest of this chapter our con- 
"cern will be with the first of these stages, and particularly with the tribal 
origins of kingship. 

Modern scholarship is generally agreed that the Aryan invasion oc- 
curred in the middle centuries of the second millennium b.c. The Indus cul- 
ture of Harappa and Mohenjodaro perished around this time.** Whereas 
the Indus civilization left an abundance of remains and no written record 
to speak of, early Aryan society left few artifacts but a sizable literature. 
The earliest samhitas reflect the initial phases of the Aryan invasion ; the 
•later hymns provide evidence of a more stable society deeper in the Gan- 
getic plain. There is mention of the five rivers, the Himalayas, and the 
beasts of that region. Recent studies of this country indicate that the lands 
connecting India and the Middle East were much more fertile than they 
are now, and supported thriving communities until aridity checked their 
development in the first centuries of the Christian era. A theory that the 
Aryan eastern advance followed the Himalayan foothills rather than the 
Ganges, with its jungle undergrowth and forbidding swamp, has gained 
currency recently. 

As the invaders from the Afghan passes spread across the plains of 
northwest India, they subjected the indigenous peoples. During the east- 
ward movement of the Aryans (around the beginning of the first millen- 
nium B.C.), the name for these people, dasa^ came to mean “helot.” Orig- 
inally there was a decided color variation between the Aryan community 
and the dark-skinned native population, who may have been Dravidian 
peoples.® It is of some significance that the word for caste (varna) is also 
the Sanskrit word for color.^ 

^ Gordon [158] dates Mohenjodaro from c, 2600 b.c., the decline of Harappan 
culture in the period 1800-1500, and the Aryan invasions in the four and a half cen- 
turies after c. 1750. 

• There is at least the possibility that the peoples encountered by the invading 
Aryans belonged to the prehistoric Harappa culture of the Indus Valley. {Vide 
Piggott [320] ; R. £. M. Wheeler, Ancient India, No. 3, 1947, pp. 81ff.; Kosambi 
[218] is also sympathetic to the theory.) This ancient civilization flourished at the 
probable time of the first Indo-European incursions and its members had many of 
the characteristics of those described in the Rigveda as dasas. They were a partly 
proto-Australoid people, living in well-fortified cities. Indra, the Vedic god, is pic- 
tured as the fort-destroyer, although we may question whether the fortresses were 
those of humans. AVheeler modifies his thesis in a more recent work, Early India 
and Pakistan to Ashoka [426]. Several scholars have argued that the Indus culture 
may have effectively assimilated the invader and provide the general direction of 
Aryan civilization ; but evidence allows no more than a brave Iwpothesis. 

/ The Indian <^ss structure will be discussed in Chapter S below ; in this later, 
more detailed examination, it will be sqen that this meaning requires qualification. 
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When we speak of this Aryan advance into the Gangetic Country, we 
mean not simply the migration of certain peoples, but the extension of a 
way of life defined as Aryan. In accepting Aryan modes of organization 
and certain basic values, the native population became ^*Aryanized.” The 
invaders were a cultural rather than a racial group, whose cultural identity 
was established by about 3000 b.c. Their early home seems to have been 
a temperate grassland of contrasting seasons, perhaps the land north and 
east of the Caspian Sea. These Indo-Europeans evidently had a religion 
without idol or temjde ; worship of their deities, sky-gods, was conducted 
by the head of the family.^ In the south Russian steppes they may have 
been primitive agriculturists, but the Aryans described in the Vedic texts 
were primarily a pastoral people, occupied with herds and flocks, as well 
as a grain crop, and loosely organized into clans and tribes. The cow was 
their means of exchange and measure of value. They were a beef-eating, 
beer-drinking people, who tanned hides, cultivated barley, wove cloth, and 
were capable of fashioning metal weapons and tools. An increasingly im- 
portant element of Aryan culture was plow cultivation, which made pos- 
sible an economic sur{)lus and hence the expansion of civilization. By the 
sixth century b.c. a settled agricultural village economy had replaced the 
semi-nomadic pastoral life of the early Aryans. 

The grama, which later came to mean village, was at first simply a col- 
lection of related families. This was the smallest political unit, the basic 
element of the social structure. Most villages had a grdmanl, or headman,* 
and a number were self-governing. The tribes were apparently subdivided 
into groups called visas, which may have been fighting units.* The family 
itself, we learn from the Vedas, was consanguineous, patriarchal, patri- 
linear, and generally monogamous. 

Jana and janapada refer to the people, “the subjects,” and to district, 
tribal locality, and country as well. Paura-janapada may be the term for 
tribal free cities. Conjecture plays a large role in the translation of these 
Vedic terms into modern equivalents. Among the Aryans the tribe, or 
jana, was the highest level of political organization. From the Vedic texts 
we know of early tribal amalgamations such as those of the Purus and 
Bharatas, who formed the Kuru group, and the Turvasas and Krivis, who 
became the Pancalas. 

Guilds of woodworkers, weavers, weapon-makers, hunters, and other 
craft and professional groups are mentioned in the Vedas. The existence 
of separate groups that organized education and economic life, as well as 

Around 1380 b.c. the Hittite ruler Subiluliuma and Mattiuaza of Mitanni (an 
Indo-European people on the northwestern frontier of Mesopotamia) entered into a 
treaty in which the Mitannian invoked gods whose names are those of the Vedic 
deities Mitra, Vanina, and Indra. This suggests a mythology common to Mitanni 
and the V^ic culture. 

A The gramani, the “giver of gifts,” seems to^ have been the individual who 
patronized the priests and the poor. But this is obviously an incomplete characteri- 
zation. Vide pp. 47if. below. 

* There is some doubt aboul the precise meaning of vish (vis). It probably corre- 
sponds to the Roman curia, a grouping of families, and we can think of it as related 
to the clan. It is sometimdl used in the Vedas to mean the common people as a whole. 
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religious, nfilitary, and political activities, suggests a crude^luralism. A 
sharp cultural division also existed between native and invader. The first 
of the Vedas contrasts the dasas (or dasyus) with the Aryans, but by the 
•time of the Atharvaveda the distinction is between Aryan and shudra 
(sudra). The shudras, it was once thought, were indigenous tribal groups 
who became slaves and serfs of the Aryans. But we can no longer say with 
certainty whether the shudras ever really became slaves ; if they did not, 
this would distinguish them from the early dasas, who were drawn into 
servitude. The fact that the shudras were sometimes assigned a role in 
the sacrifice seems to indicate that they were not outside the Aryan com- 
munity. It may be more accurate to view them as private workers — do- 
mestic servants, agricultural laborers, and artisans. 

The Rigveda samhitas frequently refer to Brahma, Ksatra, and Vis 
as three divisions in society. The last of these may be taken to mean the 
common people. Caste was still in the formative process, and the four 
traditional classes are not specifically mentioned in the Rigveda until the 
Punisha hymn of the relatively late tenth book. In this myth (X, 90. Ilf.) 
the four orders — now named Brahmdna, Rdjanya, Vaisya, and Siidra — 
are said to have originated respectively from the mouth, ^ arms, thighs, and 
feet of the Creator. One would surmise that status in society is meant to 
be inferred from these parts of the anatomy, but the Purusasukta docs not 
directly indicate this. Several Vedic hymns refer to functional groupings 
of the population.^ ^ This division of the Aryans into farmers and artisans, 
warriors, and priests is similar to that of the early Persians. Aryan ex- 
pansion must certainly have demanded great organizational efiiciency and 
functional specialization, and must also have emphasized the need for the 
conservation of tradition as the encounter with a different set of customs 
threatened Aryan culture. 

The powerful patriarch of the joint family was undoubtedly the pre- 
cursor of the king.* Communities of families looked to the head of the 
senior joint family as the final authority in matters affecting their common 
welfare. The elders of the community probably selected the leaders in 
battle. With the advent of peace, the chief among these warriors would be 
retained in authority — ^perhaps to supervise the distribution of the spoils 
of war, or to assume responsibility for preparedness against attack and the 
organization of future campaigns. (When the gods chose a leader from 
among themselves, the Rigveda tells us, it was to ensure victory.) The 
most important incentive to the development of a strong central authority 
was the hostility of the indigenous population. 

The Atharvaveda provides an account of the king’s inauguration, de- 
scribing his selection and the intense rivalry involved, and hinting at the 
importance of popular support.'* The raja^uya sacrifice'* seems to indi- 

i Mukha means both “mouth” and “chief.” 

The Hindu political tradition was essentially monarchical. Republican institu- 
tions were important, however, and will be discussed in Chapter 15. The republic was 
usually oligarchical and probably differed less from the monarchical polity, which was 
also dominated by an influential aristocracy, than Indian hi^rians generally suggest. 
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cate that the king’s ‘‘election” was conditional upon his success in the 
chariot race or the diceplay. In the coronation ceremony the right to gov- 
ern was formally invested in the king. We are led to conclude that the 
people elected the king unanimously/® but the meaning of “people,” 
“elect,” and “unanimously” can only be guessed at. Few scholars consider 
this an election in the modern sense of the term. It is possible that in the 
early Vedic period the leader of the vish was chosen by the people and 
called king, but that in later times certain influential members of the com- 
munity decided who would be king and the others concurred in the de- 
cision. Although there is no actual evidence that the monarchy was usually 
elective in Vedic times, there arc many indications that the ruler was de- 
pendent on the support of the aristocracy. And, as Jayaswal observed, 
there was considerable popular participation in the appointment of the 
king.^® Even if Vedic kings were accepted rather than chosen by the 
people, there is at least the suggestion of a greater power once enjoyed by 
the people.' 

There is almost nothing in the Vedas to suggest the divine nature of 
the king, and his dependence on popular support tends to rule out any 
claim to divine right. Several students of Hindu religious theory have 
assumed that popular election conferred sacred authority on the king, but 
this cannot be concluded from the texts. In the Vedas the king is at most 
likened to Indra. The election hymn urges the king: “Stand steadfast 
here like Indra, and hold the kingship [kingdom?] in thy grasp. This 
man has Indra established and made secure by the power of oblation.”^’^ 
In the Rigveda^^ King Trasadasyu is referred to as a demigod, “like 
Indra.” And according to the later Brahmanas’* the sacrifice (the raja- 
snya, which could be performed only by a powerful king, and the asvamedha 
sacrifice) enabled the performer to become a god, to acquire the vitality 
of Indra ; but the potency seemingly derives from the sacrifice or from 
Indra, not from the king. It is not hereditary divinity that we find in the 
hymns, but rather an analogy with the gods. Divinity is not mentioned 
where we would expect to find it, in the hymns of creation. There is more 
evidence in the Vedas that the gods became kings than that the kings 
became gods. 

As the king ascends the throne, the four quarters — East, South, West, 
and North, corresponding to the four orders of society — swear allegiance 
and promise to support and protect him. “Stand thou fixed, not unsteady ; 
let all the people want thee ; let not thy kingdom fall away . . . Vanquish 
firmly the enemy, crush him under you ; [be] all quarters like-minded 
and let the gathering [samiti] here suit thee.”*® Authority would seem to 
come from the people (“king-makers, charioteers, workers of metal”), 
who present the king with the sacred jewel that is the token of royal power. 

< Likewise in medieval Europe the monarchical principle had not made the king 
completely independent of the popular will. We find corenatis^ oaths which, in one 
breath, locate the authoritjr of the crown in inheritaiitSe,^|pl^|se^^^ife^ divine will. 
Germanic kings in the Middle Ages could c1aimf4|^»j2iliLar4mm ; 

the right of succession's no foregone conc^^^|^Krthe cerc^nq^^^'^^ression of 
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On the tfirdne was spread a tiger skin, symbol of the king's omnipotence.*^ 
One of the coronation sacrifices (vajapeya) included a chariot race in which 
the king was victor. This may be a reference to the time when military 
.superiority, as tested in the chariot race, was the basis of kingship. In the 
ceremony the king was elevated to the status of satnrat, pre-eminent among 
all rulers.** 

The position of the king was strengthened by the warfare of the Vedic 
period. As the military organization, the nucleus of government, grew in 
influence and defined its sphere of action more broadly, the associations 
representing the different interests and functions of the community were 
‘ more closely integrated with the “state" and deprived of the autonomy 
they had once possessed. 

The Rigveda tells us very little about the peacetime functions of the 
king. We do know that he not only was the worldly equivalent of Tndra, 
wUrlord and chief of the gods, but also represented Varuna, whose position 
in the hierarchy of gods was as exalted as Indra's.*” The king thus served 
as judge** and guarantor of the established order. The dharma of all men 
depended on the rajadharma, the fulfillment of these royal duties. At the 
• same time dharmic law fixed the relationship of the ruling and subject 
classes, legitimating the supremacy of the kshatriya nobility. 

In the earliest samhitas, we find reference to the king’s obligation not 
only to protect his subjects, but to increase their welfare and prosperity. 
We may infer from the Vedas that the ideal polity was based on the pursuit 
of the virtuous life, the diverting of men and women from paths of sinful 
thought and action. To this end the state should further the spiritual and 
material well-being of the people. Perhaps the real intent of such passages 
in the Brahman literature was to exalt the priests and justify their claim to 
privileged status. In the Rigveda, the brahman frequently appears to be 
of less importance than the rajanya (kshatriya) ; the performance of the 
tribal sacrifice had not yet become the exclusive property of the brahman. 
But in the later Vedic literature, the priest has clearly taken his place at 
the head of society. In this age before society was frozen into caste strata 
the position of the warriors and priests was in some measure based on 
talent and achievement as well as on ascribed status ; but the rise of the 
brahman class clearly derived primarily from the increasing emphasis on 
religion in the Aryan conception of order. 

Kingship was not a divine institution and the Vedic king differed from 
most other ancient kings in that he performed no priestly functions. 
Moreover, since law (or dharma) was theoretically beyond the reach of 
men, the king was confined on pain of supernatural reprisal to administra- 

^ In the Rigveda, dharma, or rita as it was then called, refers in most instances 
to religious ordinances and rites (e.g., V, 26.6; VIII, 43.24), although in other pas- 
sages the term seemingly refers to fixed principles of conduct (e.g., V, 63.7; VII, 
89.5). Order is secured througli the ritual. Instead of attributing the binding force 
of custom to man's nature, the early Aryans ascribed the preservation of custom to 
the god Varuna. It was Varuna who was responsible for ensuring the order of the 
universe, and it was this same order that governed men. The breaking of custom 
invoked Varuna's wrath on the miscreant. It was only a matter of time before Varuna 
appeared as creator of the law. 
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tive decrees consonant with the religious and social code that ^vemed 
the community. But there were controls on the misuse of royal power 
other than fear of Vanina’s wrath. There was the possibility that a dis- 
contented populace might align itself with a rival prince. In cases of conflict , 
between the king and the assembly, it is likely that the will of the latter 
prevailed. The authority of the assembly (probably an aristocratic group), 
the role of the people in the coronation ceremony, and their power to 
banish the king point to a degree of popular control in the Vedic age that 
was never equaled in later times. 

Perhaps the most effective restraint of all on the exercise of the king s 
power were the claims of other members of the aristocracy. In the almost 
constant warfare of the time the ruler was dependent on his fellow mem- 
bers of the warrior class. He occasionally had to compel the homage f)f 
the more powerful members of the community, and it appears that gifts 
(the major source of revenue) were not always freely contributed.** All 
in all, many a king appears to have been little more than the head of an 
assembly of his peers. Some states evidently were ruled by two kings, in 
some cases governing jointly, in others dividing jurisdiction and consulting 
on major matters only. 

As early as the Vedic period there seems to have been a distinction 
between criminal and civil law, but the Rigveda reveals little about the 
civil or criminal jurisdiction of the king. The explanation is probably that 
the king was not yet powerful enough to take on more than the supervision 
of private revenge (wergild). Criminal justice was largely the province 
of those who were wronged. There are no references in the Vedic literature 
to judicial agencies; all that can be- said is that village councils evidently 
had the power of arbitration. 

Vedic states were small in size. It is doubtful that differences in the 
titles of their rulers (e.g., samrat or mahdraja) indicate much variation 
in the extent of dominion, since these terms refer to the number of victories, 
rather than the area of conquest, credited to a ruler. By the later Vedic 
period the territorial state had replaced the tribal state of the early Aryans. 
Although the language of the sacrifice suggests domains of majestic pro- 
portions, there were no great kingdoms or empires during this time. The 
rajasuya ritual is more the wish for empire than the symbol of actual 
imperial powers.*® The ancient and vainglorious ashvamedha sacrifice, 
by which the king demonstrated that it was in his power to graze a horse 
wherever the animal should wander, suggests an age when the limit of 
the territory to which a tribal leader could lay claim was the grazing area 
of his herds." 

^ The crucial significance of the sacrifice in Vedic society has raised a question 
concerning the iiroper interpretation of role and status in this early period. Hocart 
has warned against confusing ritual function with social function. It may be true 
that in many instances the hymns provide only a description of roles performed in the 
sacrifice, but we are probably justified in assuining that symbolization moves in two 
directions and that existing Vedic social relationships and functions arc read back 
into the supernatural and mirrored in the ritual that maintains the order of things. 

On occasion, however, references to struggles with the indigenous population or with 
the powers of evil (which (he dasas may be taken to represent) may indicate only the 
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Warfare became a more serious, expensive, and formal matter than 
it had been in the initial stages of the Aryan invasion ; but with the develop- 
ment of dharmic doctrine, methods of fighting were influenced by more 
humane ideals of conduct — especially where Aryan fought Aryan. This 
code of conduct may also have contributed to the development of diplomacy. 
The envoy begins hi.'i career in this age. 

The jewel ccreniony confirmed a number of high functionaries in their 
positions: the puro'iita (high priest), the queen, the commander-in-chief, 
the treasurer, the tax collector, and the chamberlain. In later times caste 
dictated who could occupy these offices. The most important administra- 
tive officials of the Vedic period were the commander, the treasurer, the 
tax collector, and the village headman (gramani). At this time the mili- 
tary administration, at least at the higher levels, was generally separate 
from civil administration, thoiigh the gramani may have been charged 
wilh military duties at the village level. The army was composed of divi- 
sions of militia and cavalry, with a department of diplomacy under the 
suta. 

Several kings may have shared the services of the same priest, the 
purohita. There is some evidence that his office was hereditary, but it is 
not conclusive. The purohita’s power was limited to matters of religion. 
He did not preside as a judge in courts of justice. As tutor to the prince 
and companion to the king, he might, however, make his opinion count 
in nonreligious matters. In addition, in the late Vedic age a board of at 
least ten brahmans advised the king on complex legal and administrative 
matters. 

The primitive forms of Vedic witdicraft are concealed by an intricate 
philos(Jl3liical system and epic poetry, but ritual practices suggest that 
ancient India was not without its own type of sorcery, which played a part 
in the unfolding of the theory of kingship. As the king became increasingly 
• dependent on rite and magic, the power of the priests expanded and that 
of the people diminished. The decline and eventual demise of the Vedic 
council is very likely associated with the growth of brahman influence. 
He who controlled the sacrifice, u|K)n which legitimacy and power de- 
pended, was destined to become more important than the tribal assembly. 

The Atharvaveda indicates that the assembly at one time wielded sub- 
stantial political power. It was on various occasions responsible for the 
appointment and the impeachment of the king, and for interregnum rule. 
After the king had been approved by the people (or their representatives) 
he consulted the assembly, which may have been composed of the people 
in special congregation or simply of the elders and other influential per- 
sons.^® We know very little about the actual functions and operation of 
the sabha and samiti. In Zimmer's analysis, the sabha was the assembly 
of the village, serving both |X)litical and social functions, and the samiti 
was the chief assembly that met in the capital and acted on matters of 

enactment of this conflict in the sacrifice. The martial spirit of Rigveda VI, 75, is 
not that of an actual battle song but rather that of a magical incantation designed to 
secure victory. 
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interest to the whole state.*^ Other scholars (c.g., Macdonell and Hille- 
brandt) regard the functions of the two bodies as essentially the same.^ 
Strictly speaking, the AtharvcLvedo suggests little more than that the 
samiti was generally an aristocratic body, and that the smooth exercise 
of the king’s power depended on its acquiescence. 

Although the king’s presence in the samiti is alluded to in the Rigveda, 
the significance of his attendance cannot be determined. He may have 
commanded the assembly; he may have deliberated with its members. 
More likely, it was his duty to guide discussion to decision and agreement. 
The Vedas make an earnest plea for concord between the king and the 
representatives of the people : ‘‘The place is common, common the assem- 
bly, common the mind, so be their thoughts united."®® The powers of the 
assembly were evidently primarily regulative. Usually it was an accepting 
rather than an initiating group. As administrative procedure became in- 
creasingly complex and the position of the monarch was strengthened, the 
influence of the assemblies declined and that of the ministers grew. The 
samiti fades from sight in the later Vedic age, to emerge again in the 
early Upanishadic literature — with the king and priests in attendance. 

The other assembly, the sabha (“a body of men shining together"), 
was perhaps a group of distinguished persons called together to advise the 
samiti or the king. It appears to have been a much more exclusive body 
than the samiti, composed of men of high birth and competence. Very 
possibly it evolved from a popular assembly into a council advising the king. 
Often the sabha was under the guidance of the purohita, and a semi-reli- 
gious atmosphere seems to have prevailed at its meetings. It is not certain 
whether the organization had judicial functions.®® 

Of an even more mysterious and religious character was the vidatha, 
a sacrificial organization whose patron was Indra and whose members 
probably included women.*' There is little indication of class differentia- 
tions in the vidatha. Some scholars are of the opinion that it served as 
an agency for the distribution of produce, but they can only speculate on 
its servit es in this capacity. There is less doubt about its having served as 
a war council and as a religious body.®® Other assemblies (sada, parisad) 
had more broadly defined religious and social purposes, but are not as 
important in a political analysis. 

In the Vedic age land was considered the property of the community. 
This docs not mean that the individual occupier was without rights, but 
rather that disposal of the land was a social concern. By the end of the 
Vedic period, however, the distinction between private and crown proper- 
ties had presumably become clear. The commentaries on the Vedas, Manu 
excepted, contradict the right of the king to interfere with private lands, 
save for nonpayment of taxes. Land was occupied by joint families, and in 
dividing it, preference was usually shown to the eldest son. Women en- 

® Atharvaveda VII, 12.1, and VX, 9, may, however, be taken to indicate that the 
two were different bodies and probably different in purpose. 

PRigveda, I. 167.3; X, 85.26; Atharvaveda XIV, 1.21 ; XIII. 3.24. The pres- 
ence of women, and the ai{|parent egalitarian and communal character of the vioatha, 
suggest that it might have been the remote wcestor of the Buddhist sangha (vide 
pp S3fr. below). ' 
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joyed no right of inheritance. References to land "grants*' refer to the 
granting of revenue rights rather than absolute title. 

In earliest times, the king met expenses primarily through income from 
royal holdings, bounty, and donations inspired by religious motive. The 
meager references in the Rigveda suggest that the habit of paying taxes 
was not yet established.®^ The gods are asked to compel the subjects of 
the king to make contributions {hali) to the ruler in order to ensure the 
stability of his reign.®® In the later Vedic polity warfare became more 
elaborate and costly, forays against indigenous tribes giving way to serious 
.campaigns, often against other Aryan peoples. The king, who by this 
time had ensconced himself and his courtiers in a fortified town, now had 
a more or less definite territory to defend. The army and the court, with 
its idle nobles given to expensive amusements, could be maintained only 
by increasing and formalizing the burden of taxes. Voluntary gifts and 
the king’s personal resources were no longer adequate sources of revenue. 

In conclusion, we may say that early Indian kingship was broadly 
contractual, conceived of as a trust, subject to popular approval, and, most 
important, subject to higher law and certain other restraints, normative 
and practical. It was basically a secular institution. 

In the period we turn to next, often referred to as the Brahmanic epoch, 
the priests assumed broad social power and used it to their own ends. At 
the height of brahman ascendancy, as we shall sec, the state sometimes ap- 
peared to be little more than an adjunct of a social order that exalted the 
priest and his prerogatives. But l)efore turning our attention to the ornate 
mysteries of that age of religiosity, it is worth pausing on a wonderful hymn, 
of thc^fourth book of the Atharvaveda,^^ intended to ensure the king’s well- 
being. It expresses the lieroic vigor of the great morning of Indian culture. 

Increase, O Indra, this Kshatriya for me ; make thou this man sole 
chief of the clans [vis] ; unman all his enemies ; make them subject 
to him in the contests for pre-eminence. 

Portion thou this man in village, in horses, in kine; unportion that 
man who is his enemy ; let this man be the summit of authorities 
[kshatra] ; O Indra, make every foe subject to him. 

Let this man be riches-lord of riches ; let this man be people-lord of 
people ; in him, O Indra, put great splendors ; destitute of splendor 
make thou his foe. 

For him, O heaven-and-earth, milk ye much that is pleasant, like two 
milch kine that yield the hot draught, may this king be dear to Indra, 
dear to kine, herbs, cattle. 

I join thee Indra who gives superiority, by whom men conquer, are not 
conquered; who shall make thee sole chief of people [jana], also 
uppermost of kings descended from Manu. 

Superior (art) thou, inferior thy rivals, whosoever, O king, are thine 
opposing foes ; sole chief, having Indra as companion, having con- 
quered, bring thou in the enjoyments of them that play the foe. 

Of lion-aspect, do thou devour all the clans [vis] ; of tiger-aspect, do 
thou beat down the foes ; sole chief, having Indra as companion, 
having conquered, seize thou on the enjoy^nents of them that play 
the foe. 



•PART II 

TTic Decline of Tribal Culture 
and the Emergence of the Two Powers 


3 * RELIGION AND SOCIETY 


FLAMEN BRAHMAN 

Religious systems employ a variety of techniques for establishing the 
relationship between man and the supernatural. When men believe that 
the supernatural can be comprehended and adapted to by means of certain 
formalized manipulative actions, we speak of these actions as ritual actions. 
When the supernatural is viewed as itself capable of deliberate action, and 
men seek to influence this divine will and obtain a favorable dispensation 
by prayer or sacrifice, we call this response supplication. Ritual and sup- 
plication commonly involve the participation of professionals who serve as 
intermediaries between man and his gods. The growth of a religious elite 
may result in a reaction to priestly controls that emphasizes direct com- 
munication with the deity and the responsibility of the individual for his 
own salvation. Such movements often employ a third technique', con- 
templation, a mystical “understanding” of the cosmic order — which is 
conceived as diffuse and impersonal..^ 

Where the belief system presupposes a deity or deities possessing will 
and design, the protest* movement will usually establish a different type of 
relationship to the supernatural. The old liturgy is replaced by an ethic 
that may be aggressive and conversionist or resigned and aloof. The social 
status of the members of the sect and the possibilities available for modify- 
ing social institutions (tanarrow the gap between values and opportunities 
for attaining them) will also affect the form of the protest. If the divine 
power is understood neither as objective law nor as a mystical unifying 
force, there may emerge the relationship conditioned by grace found in 
Christian Protestantism.* 

In analyzing the evolution of Indian religion from Vedism to the 
heterodox sects, it is important to point out that the deities of Bralimanism 
are manifestations of an objective power, rather than the individuated 
personalities of the Vedic pantheon. Control thus takes a variety of forms 
— including contemplation, later to become central to mysticism. 

We have remarked on the attempts during the Vedic period to repro- 
duce the sacred, to achieve certain goals — such as victory in battle — by 
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performing the necessary symbolic actions of the ritual. “Thus did the 
gods ; thus men do.”® The Brahmanic ritual aims at reconstructing the 
original unity of things ; the world is created anew with each sacrifice.® 
Magic gained increasing prominence in the sacred rite.® 

The ritual provides a means of acting out and thus reducing strains 
and frustrations produced by the uncertainties and rationally inexplicable 
occurrences of life. And, on the social level, it consolidates the values of 
the community, reminding individuals of shared purposes, and represent- 
ing ill simple, dramatic form the essentials of social and religious relation- 
ships. 

But this latent cohesive function was severely curtailed by the Brah- 
manic sociological theory, which defined the appropriate expectations for 
the different members of society, legitimizing differentiated social roles 
and establishing a hierarchy of these roles. Because the order of society 
was considered to be a reflection of the supernatural order, there was little 
questioning of the institutionalized values. The radical turning away from 
the objects and relationships of this world is a later development. And even 
when mystical contenifilation becomes a major religious orientation, there 
is no complete rejection of sensual experience. There is rather the view 
that deception lies in what men think about the nature and importance of 
sense experience. Though living in the world and a part of it, men must 
strive to prevent such involvement from dominating the deepest part of 
themselves. 

Before such an altitude could develop, it was necessary for the concept 
of salvation to gain ascendancy in religious thought. It is likely that soteri- 
ology had been present in Vedic religion, but only with the gradual appear- 
ance of the ideas of karma and samsdra in the late Vedic (Brahmanic) 
period, docs salvation become a conspicuous part of Indian belief. In the 
first centuries of the Aryan migration, salvation w’as presumably a group 
salvation.® The primary function of religion was the preservation of the 
Aryan culture in the face of a hostile native population. Later, when the 
integration of the dasas with the Aryan community became a major con- 
cern of the Aryans and rigidities within the class structure had greatly 
reduced social mobility, salvation became more a personal problem, the 
ultimate consequence of the faithful performance of social duty. 

This new concern for individual salvation, and the distinctive relation 
,of salvation to a stratified society, resulted in an emphasis on less imme- 
diate, non-empirical goals. The “religious” aspect of ritual now became 

» Eliadc ([116], pp. 78f.) remarks, “With every sacrifice the Brahman reactual- 
izes the archetypical cosmogonic act.” Cf. Riencourt [365], p. 25: “All Brahmanic 
sacrifices re-enact the Creation of the World, but in reverse, and re-establish the 
primordial unity of all things.” 

^ Which is to say that the purposes of the ritual became more direct, specific, and 
empirical. 

oCf. Cornford ([72], p. 161) on the importance of the group in ancient Greek 
belief. “In a temporal sense of continuity, the life of the group, being a common life 
which transcends every individual, is immortal, which, to ^e Greek, means *divine.’ ” 
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more important : the manipulative element of magic remained, but suppli- 
cation assumed increasing significance. This sacrificial religion would 
seem to be the necessary intermediate stage between primitive ritual and 
the vita contemplativa. 

There was certain to be a reaction to a philosophy that held the idea 
that salvation was all-important and, at the same time, that only the proper 
performance of religious rites could bring salvation, while the largest part 
of the community — the shudras and vaishyas — either was prevented from 
such performance or was severely restricted in its opportunities. Caste 
could be preserved as the basis of the social order only if salvation were 
made dependent on the fulfillment of the obligations of station, as eventually 
came to l:)c tlie case, or if salvation were related directly to the virtuous 
life. In the latter case, salvation could be attained outside the caste system ; 
hut, as in Buddhism, caste retained its position as the principle of social 
organization. 

Brahmanism is, then, more than a system of ceremonial. It includes 
a particular type of social integration — one of the most completely rational- 
ized in all of human history. Religion had become the province of an intel- 
lectual minority, the brahman priests, who controlled the means of salva- 
tion. Inspired in part at least by the need for a codification of Vcdic rite and 
a systematic statement of sacrificial obligation that could buttress Aryan 
ceremonial and custom, the priests i)roduced a body of doctrine and for- 
mulae that rivals any in the history of religion. The manifest purpose of 
the sacrifice was to provide a thank; offering and render assistance to the 
gods and, more important, to induce their favor and obtain supernatural 
power for the sacrificcr. But the almost endless refinement of the dogma 
and practice of the sacrifice shielded what was by this time a very real 
instrument of social control and a definite vested interest.** 

Two extremely influential and corollary ideas assume a central position 
in Indian intellectual history at this time : karma and transmigration. The 
idea of retribution for sins in the form of a cycle of births and deaths is 
first found in the Shatapatha Brahmana {Satapatha Brahmana). Every 
soul, according to this belief, has existed from eternity and journeys 
through a series of rebirths until it has earned eternal bliss. Each thought 
and action has indelible effects on the destiny of the soul, determining 
one’s position in the status system. Birth is never simple accident: the 
individual is born into the social environment most appropriate to the 
spiritual development of the soul. 

Thus birth into a particular caste is the consequence of one’s own 
action ; the lower castes are denied even the satisfactions of resentment, 
since responsibility for his position remains with the individual soul. 
Metempsychosis and karma were the intellectual rationale for the hier- 

^ *The Brahmans were the first social group in the world to make metaphysical 
reality, conceived philosophically, as contrasted with the *gods’^ or 'god,’ conceived in 
terms of the daimonic umverse, the supreme support of their social ascendancy.” 
(Turner [413], p. 395.) ^ 
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archi^ oiyering of men in society. In the light of these doctrines the 
individual could not reconcile religious interest with social reform. Any 
challenge to the social order must necessarily contradict the sacred scheme 
of things. The sanction for traditionalism, as Weber remarks, was as 
complete as any contrived by the mind of man. 

By the seventh and sixth centuries b.c., the valley of the Ganges was 
populated by Aryan® and non-Aryan tribes, the more primitive not yet 
exposed to brahman ritual. Exploitation of the shudra had begun and the 
rudiments of stratification were visible. The vanquished dasas were in- 
cluded in the Aryan social structure, usually as shudras, the fourth and 
lowest of the caste orders, although they were forbidden to participate in 
the sacrifice. The three higher castes, collectively known as aryas, had 
come to be considered “twice-born,’’ which meant that their members 
were eligible for rebirth through ceremonial initiation. Eventually that 
pbrtion of the native population not incorporated into the shudra stratum 
(and outside the caste order altogether) appears in the literature as the 
nisada, a group with which the Aryans had some intercourse, and the 
incorrigible pukkasa and candala, who were held in contempt. This 
social system, based on complex occupational, status, and religious differ- 
entiations, still influences Indian life. The status and defining features of 
the brahmans have undergone less modification than those of the other 
groups, whose functional and status significance has been altered through 
the years. 

The growing intricacy of religious rite and the dire results that such 
errors as mispronunciation were thought to have, contributed to the devel- 
opment of the sciences of phonetics, etymology, and grammar.^ In exercis- 
ing exclusive control over religion, the brahman priests and scholars were 
also able to direct education. And although the king was not usually a 
member of the brahman class, the priests — ^as the repository of traditional 
and sacred knowledge and successors to the mythical seer, or rishi {rsi) 
of antiquity — were able to make the full force of their strategic position 
felt in public affairs and government. In India cultural integration de- 
veloped apart from political coordination. Later Indian history suggests 
that a society may be so strongly unified by religion that governmental 
regulation plays a relatively minor role. This integration was all the more 
remarkable in that it was accomplished without the formal organization 
of a “church.” The relation between the brahman and the household he 
served took the place of congregation and parish.* 

However, it should not be assumed that the brahmans constituted an 
affluent class. The years of discipline and Vedic study that consolidated 
the priests as a religious group (despite their heterogeneity in other re- 
spects) impaired their ability to earn a livelihood. And in the eastern 
valleys it appears that the supply of brahmans had begun to outrun the 

• Which need mean no more than that they spoke an Aryan language or practiced 
Aryan forms of food production. 

f These specialized areas of knowledge appear around the eighth century b.c. ; 
probably politics emerged as a separate discipline sometime^n the succeeding century. 



30 The Decline of Tribal Culture 

demand for ritual services. Their own impoverishment often encouraged 
a sympathy for the poor.® 

The destruction of tribal culture was a logical outcome, if not the 
conscious goal, of brahman idcolo^. For the brahman was sometimes 
without tribal status or, at best, enjoyed only an anomalous place in the 
traditional social organization. His marginal position made it possible 
for him to associate with all tribes, with whoever needed his services.^ 

D. D. Kosambi, like Weber before him, considers the incorporation of 
tribal elements into the dominant culture to be the major and fundamental 
fact of ancient Indian history.® The brahman took the lead in articulating 
and nourishing this culture and in infusing into it a principle of organiza- 
tion that could provide the basis of a society larger than the tribal com- 
munity based on kinship ties. Because the close association of Brahmanism 
and caste encourages us to see this conception of society in terms of the 
divisive elements implicit in it, its unity is often overlooked. When the 
proper modes of worship had been established and the despised asura 
(demonic) rites eliminated from Aryan religion, the ritual lost much of 
its former rationale. Now the integrative role of the sacrifice in maintain- 
ing the community takes on new importance. 

In considering society as system, we must deal with at least two func- 
tional requirements of that system : it must adapt to the larger environ- 
ment in which it exists and modify that environment in accordance with 
requirements of security and sustenance, and, second, it must effectively 
integrate the units of society to maintain the society’s smooth and proper 
functioning. An emphasis in the adaptive, or assertive, direction related 
to the attainment of specific goals of the system produces a strain in the 
integrative, or cohesive, area. Certain processes of adjustment are neces- 
sary to cope with the tensions created and maintain social equilibrium.^ 

The eastward movement of Aryan culture into hostile country called 
for an emphasis on the adaptive-assertive resources of the tribal society and 
the encouragement of heroic virtues. The warrior was the desired social 
type. Brahmanism (and later heterodoxy) lessened the strains produced 
by the need for constant military preparedness. Not only the ceremonial, 
but, at a later date, even caste (though ultimately destructive of the sense 
of unity), probably served a positive integrative role in social life. The 
units of the system, defined now in essentially functional terms, did not 
compete for the same rewards in the same areas ; that is, integrative strain 
was reduced by rigid specialization — ^and the goal-object emphasized was 
of a transcendent nature. 

^Each of the seven major brahman clans was supposedly descended from an 
ancient sage, whose name became that of the gotra. Actually there is indication of 
the infusion of non-Aryan elements in the early priesthood. Some scholars have 
undertaken to explain certain features of brahman history in terms of a merging of 
the matrilineal with the patriarchal culture. 

^ Integrative mechanisms include normative controls and supportive relationships 
of institutions that are coiM;erned with anxiety reduction, the maintenance of behavior 
patterns, the definition of the “situation," and so on. For an analysis of functional 
imperatives, vide Parsons et al, [319], chap. 5. 
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On this transitional period, the later Vedic age, one history of philos- 
ophy comments : 

It formed the meeting point of two conflicting cultures, a fusion of them, 
involving considerable inner and outer re-adjustment. ... It was a 
time when older gods were appearing in a newer light ; when there was 
in evidence in every walk of life the need for forming newer basic ideas ; 
when the old had to be preserved and made stronger by the incorpora- 
tion of the new. Indra, as Oldenberg observes, had long laid down his 
bolt, as there were no longer for him any fresh iron citadels and the dark 
Dragons to he smashed. Rut the gods of the period, and the human 
legislators who arrogated to themselves the power of the gods, had to 
face the still more difficult task of social and religious reconstruction. 
And for one successful attempt to reconstruct there must have been 
made many a previous attempt along similar lines that failed. . . . We 
must not lose sight of the important conservative work of the [brah- 
mans] J 


THE POLITICAL THOUGHT OF THE SACRED TEXT.S 

The Brahmanas, ritual texts of the Vedas,* are our primary source of 
information for the late Vedic period and the centuries preceding the Bud- 
dhist reform. By the time of the Brahmanas, caste relationships were 
clearly fixed, although caste development was not yet complete. The 
Vedic religion had undergone certain transformations and the sacrifice 
had assumed a central role in explaining a universe now envisaged as an 
organic and harmonious whole. The position of the priests as intermedi- 
aries between man and god was solidl^ established. The vitality and naive 
optimism of the Vedic age had succumbed to a more restrained Weltan- 
schauung : life was seen as a constant struggle. The gods themselves are 
sap])cd of their vigor ; they have lost the essence of their individuality and 
arc little more than functionaries of the sacrifice. Prajapati, the lord of 
creation, now exalted above the other gods and in a position of paramount 
authority, is himself drained of vitality by the exhausting round of sacri- 
fices — which is his very raison d'Hre. He represents all that is not ex- 
pressed in the persons of the other gods : he is the harmonizing Sacrifice. 
As that principle which defies description, the undefined and indefinable 
Prajapati is a link between earlier Indian religion and the Upanishads, 
between the Vedic pantheon and the impersonal cosmic principle of mys- 
ticism.^ 

Of the two classes exercising power, the brahmans had the higher 
authority and were independent of the king. Mitra, who represented the 
priesthood, at one time stood apart from Varuna. That is, mind was con- 
ceived to be independent of will. But, just as will relies on intelligence, 

<The Aitareya Brahmana is a text of the Rigveda, the Paiicavimsa oi the 
Samaveda; the Satapatha Brahmai^a is the exegetic part of the White Y ajurveda. 

i The progressive henotheism of the Rigveda can be seen in such passages as I, 
164.46; III, 54.8; VIII, 58.2— references to the One who is all. "The belief in many 
gods of the early hymns now becomes more or less definite monotheism. . . . [The 
tendency] aims at the discovery, not of one god who is abflwe other gods, but of the 
common power that works behind them all or, as we might otherwise put it, the 
principle immanent in all of them.” (Hiriyanna [175], p. 14.) 
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rcgnum could not exist without sacerdotium. When, at the invitation of 
Vanina, sacerdotium united with temporal authority, Varuna succeeded 
where before he had failed. It was Mitra who ensured success, and hence 
was declared to be supreme. It followed that the brahman was not sub- 
ject to the temporal authority, but brahman cooperation with the political 
class would aid the realization of the aims of both. 

A passage in the very early Brihadaranyaka Upanishad {BrhadQran- 
yaka UpanisadY which forms the conclusion to the Shatapatha Brahmana, 
states that in the beginning only the Brahma existed, but that he created 
in turn a superior form, the Kshatra: “There is nothing higher than 
Kshatra . . . [But] Brahmanhood [Brahma^ is the source of Kshatra- 
hood. Therefore, even if the king attains supremacy, he rests finally upon 
Brahmanhood as his own source. So whoever injures him [i.e., a brah- 
man] attacks his own source.**® We see in the Shatapatha Brahmana that 
Mitravaruna is called the “counsel and the power.** Mitra, the sacerdotium 
(Brahma), is the counsel, and Varuna, the regnum (Kshatra), the power.* 
“And the priesthood is the conceiver, and the noble is the doer. ... So 
are the two united.**® The priest, who officiates at the sacrifice, is identified 
with Agni, the sacred fire that mediates between heaven and earth. The 
interdependence of priest and king, who is patron of the sacrifice, implies a 
corresponding interdependence of kshatriya and priestly gods (Agnisoma, 
Indragni). Fertility depends on the uniting of the two — Mitra inseminates 
Varuna.^® 

Although the brahman is almost always seen as superior to the ksha- 
triya and the spiritual power dominant over the temporal (as we would 
expect in texts of brahman composition), there are occasional qualifica- 
tions that ought to be mentioned. Brahma and Kshatra are sometimes 
declared to be equal in authority, and there are even rare hints that the 
k.shatriya ruling power has ascendancy over the brahmans.’^ This seeming 
contradiction may be caused in part by the complexities in the relationship 
of the two authorities. Western experience indicates that as a religion is 
institutionalized, it may either merge with the secular (political) structure, 
compromising spiritual values, or it may become segregated from the 
state.^® But the peculiarities of the Indian situation complicate such an 
analysis and we are fofeed to conclude that such alternatives do not exist 
in the case of Brahmanism. 

The differentiation of Brahma and Kshatra and the question of which 
constituted the higher authority does, however, have a parallel in European 
hi.story — the Gelasian theory of the “two swords,” first stated in the fifth 

* The dratiyakas, or “forest texts,” which were appended to the theological trea- 
tises, were perhaps the earliest departures from ritualistic learning. They were in- 
tended to guide the brahman who, in his later years, turned to the quiet of the forest 
for meditation. 

* Cf. Coomaraswamy [70], pp. 6f. “The Vedic ‘dual’ divinities imply, for the most 
part at least, a biunity [syzygy] of conjoint principles, active and passive in mutual 
relationship or both active in relation to things externally administered. . . . Mitra- 
varunau is not an aggregate or mere composition of an essence and a nature, but the 
one Mixta Persona of b^.” Coomaraswamy suggests the similarity with Christian 
doctrine, in which “essence and nature, being and existence, mercy and majesty are 
one in God.” 
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century.* The dispute implicit in the Gelasian doctrine came to a head 
when, in the eleventh century, the Church claimed exemptions from the 
controls of the secular power. This would mean that the king could not 
impose the obligiitions of vassalage on his bishops. From here it was only 
a step to the argument, elaborated in the twelfth century, that secular rulers 
received their authority from the Church. The brahmans formed no cor- 
porate body as such and thus lacked the strength of the hierarchically 
organized medieval Church ; but, through the pitrohita (the royal chap- 
lain) the spiritual authority was able to exercise considerable political in- 
fluence. The kshatriya rulers would not have been likely to claim, as did 
tlie theorists of the medieval luiropean imperial power, that the authority 
of the priests did not extend beyond things spiritual. But the arguments 
of the late thirteenth-century European canonists in extending plenitudo 
potestatis over the temporal did have their equivalent in the Brahmanical 
literature. The purohita shared the governing function with the king. Ac- 
cording to the Aitareya Brahmana the purohita is *‘half the self” of the 
king. The sacrifice of the king is not accepted by the gods if the king has 
no purohita.^^ The situation tended to prevent irresponsible tyranny on the 
one hand, and thoroughgoing theocracy on the other. 

Presumably the first king appointed by the Aryans was not named as 
a judge, but as a general- -the judicial powers accruing as the result of 
practical necessity. The Shatapatha Brahmana (V, 3.3.9) relates the 
passing of law enforcement power from Varuna to the king. The wielder 
of danda becomes dharmapati, lord of the law. A ceremony in which the 
king is touched with a symbol of justice is performed to etisure that the 
king will not look upon his position* as being above dharma. The de- 
velojnnent of the concept of an immutable eternal law is probably the 
result of the brahman search for a means of getting around the executive 
I)Ower (danda), upon which they relied for the preservation of dharma. 
The priests were charged with upholding dharmic law and order, but 
without sanctions this prerogative could be meaningless. Because the 
brahman class was believed to be the immediate outgrowth of the funda- 
mental creative principle responsible for the arrangement of society, its 
members found it practicable to declare law, or dharma, the bequest of 
the Creator. The will of the Creator is embodied in the priestly caste, 
which possesses a special intuitive wisdom as well as the technical knowl- 
edge required by the sacrifice. Indeed, those brahmans familiar with 
Sacred lore are human gods.^^ Thus a very simple and effective guarantee 
of judicial hegemon}' was established. 

The first suggestion of an attempt to explain the origins of government 
occurs in the Aitareya Brahmana. The gods, defeated by the demons (who 
were enemies of the sacrifice), attribute the disaster to the fact that they 
had no king. They then agree to make Soma their king."® Kingship is 
accordingly explained as a response to military need. The gods, at first 
disunited, came to realize tliat victory over the titans (asuras) could be 
theirs only if they yielded to Indra and granted him their collective powers. 
The theory has certain striking similarities to certain forms of the Euro- 
pean governmental contract. It rflay be that the passages are significant 
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only for the procedure of the rajasuya sacrifice. Considering tlfe highly 
S)mibolic nature of sacrifice, however, it is not unreasonable to make this 
comparison with European postulates of an indissoluble covenant as the 
source of sovereign power. 

The theory of divine origin appears at this time, but always it is the 
office of the king rather than his person that is exalted. The king is not 
exempt from traditional kshatriya obligations; at best he is ^‘god-like.” 
But as political authority became associated with divine sanction, the king 
became less dependent on the support of his people. The Shatapatha 
Brahmana says that the king is capable only of right. Although in its 
original form the coronation ceremony was inconsistent with the idea of 
dynasty, evidence of the increasing significance of heredity as the basis 
of kingship can be found in the Brahmana literature.^® The more exalted 
the position of the king, the more it followed that preference in succession 
should be awarded to the crown prince as heir to this eminence. The priest 
was, of course, still very much in the foreground. In the coronation rite 
the prince was elevated to the status of brahman (without ab.sorbing 
brahman attributes). Then he ascended the throne, was anointed, and the 
investiture began. The proclamation of the king by the priests was neces- 
sary if the king was ever to exhibit his strength.”* 

The king’s council as described at this time included a cortege of com- 
panions, queens, princes, and officers of state. They formed a primitive 
bureaucracy, the ancestor of the Kautalyan system. These courtiers, called 
ratnins, or “jewels,” were supported by gifts from the king. 

The increase in area governed by the king contributed to the decline 
and eventual disappearance of the {)opular assemblies during this period. 
Tlic sabha became the private council of the king and, having tost the 
popular nature it may once have had, was little more than an instrument of 
the monarch. Neither of the ancient assemblies can have served as a po- 
litical organization much after the fifth century b.c But the village head- 
man had become an 'official, or attendant, of the king and was known as 
a nonroyal “king-maker.”^^ 

Not all of Aryan India was monarchical. The area of modern Delhi 
(and east and south) and the Ganges (Madhyadesha) had monarchical 
institutions, but the Aitareya Brahmana indicates that a significant portion 


*»Jayaswal ([199], pp. 210ff.) comments on the ''businesslike and contractual 
nature” of the coronation vow. (The oath is found in Aitareya Brahmana VIII, 15.)- 
The oath was taken before the officiating priest who, according to Jayaswal, repre- 
sented the whole society. This assumption rests on the frail argument that (accord- 
ing to the Aitareya Brahmana) the oath was common to all constitutions, republican 
and monarchical alike. In the oath the prince is called upon to swear : "Between the 
night I am born and the night I die, whatever good I might have done, my heaven, 
my life and my progeny may I ^ deprived of, if I oppress you.” But is the king 
pledged not to harm the community, or only the priesthood ? It is almost impossible 
to answer this question ; but Jayaswal’s position would seem to be supported by an 
earlier verse in the Aitareya Brahmana (VII, 29) which describes the brahman as 
subordinate to the king. Yet, per contra, VIII, 9.6 appears to leave little doubt of 
brahman superiority. The problem comes down to whether the brahman could s{)eak 
for the community; considering his somewhat ambiguous tribal status at this time, 
it seems questionable thaVhe could. 
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of nortUern India was republican. According to Jayaswal, this was the 
finest hour for the Indian republics. 

For national prosperity the Uttara-Kurus became proverbial. For 
learning the Madras and the Kathas, for bravery the Kshudrakas and 
the Malavas, for political wisdom and valiant independence the Vrish- 
nis and Andhakas, for power the Vrijis, and for the philosophy of light 
and equality, for the emancipation of the low, the Sakyas and their 
neighbors, stamp their indelible marks on national life and national 
literature of Aryan India during that period.^** 

Monarchy, however, was the typical form of government in this age. The 
king’s powers and dignity were increased by tlie support of religious 
authority. This legitimation served, at the same time, to subordinate 
kingship to religion. 

From roughly the seventh to the fourth century b.c., India was the 
scene of the formulation and spread of a remarkable number of doctrines, 
pantheist and materialist, atheist and rationalist. Many asserted the com- 
plete freedom of the human mind from religious doctrine and were out- 
spoken in their criticism of the Vedas and the Brahmanical system — going 
so far as to call the Vedic teachers im])ostors. 

With the development of a money economy in the sixth and fifth cen- 
turies (and the resultant i)henomena of debt and mortgage foreclosure) 
and with the expansion of commerce after the rise of Persia, a new distri- 
bution of wealth and power took place in India. These changes affected the 
position of the privileged orders of Aryan society adversely ; indeed they 
seemed to menace the very identity of certain groups. The priests, whose 
status was challenged by this double threat of prophetic movement and 
economic surplus, souglit to reinforce religious distinctions and, in many 
parts of India, to attach themselves" more firmly to the less sophisticated 
village masses. The sutra literature undoubtedly rcpre.sents one attempt 
of l^rahmanisin to meet the challenge of new values and beliefs. 

The first of the sutras, the Srauta Sutras, were introduced to clarify 
the Brahmanas. Later came the Grhya Sutras, concerned with domestic 
religious rituals, and the Dharmasutras, dealing with the broad area of 
human conduct. The Dharmasutras probably date from around the sixth 
century b.c. ; Gautama is one of the first.** The dates of the Dharmasutras 
are confused by the constant modification and reinterpretation of the 
texts during the period. It is likely that the Baudhayana and Apastamba 
collections belong to the fourth and third centuries b.c. 

Die sutras are conden.sed technical prose works consisting of brief 
rules that were to be committed to memory. In time they came to be laced 
with coupler of varying meter that summarized the substance of the law, 
and these metrical stanzas with their aphoristic style (understandably 

» The term “dharma.sliastra” is sometimes used in references to the .sutras. It is 
advisable to keep in mind the general distinction between these early texts and their 
later expanded form. Vide Chapter 13 below and Kane fJOS], especially pp. 8-46. 
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more appealing than the rules themselves) became the basis of Hie sub- 
sequent (lharmashastra, or smriti (smrti), literature. The sutras were 
intended to provide a kind of manual of ritualistic conduct, with obligations 
precisely defined for each situation. They fall far short of being systematic 
treatises on jurisprudence. Rules concerning ceremonials, class relation- 
ships, brahman immunities, caste commitments, and the like, outweighed 
references to what we should call justiciable law.^® A social order, organic 
in nature and based on rules and duties that divide society horizontally 
and vertically, is clearly visible in the codes. 

The individual is never sharply distinguished from the group; man 
has been completely subordinated to the concept of function. It was also’ 
recognized that the many interests and needs of man should dictate his 
membersliip in a number of groups.® In the regulation of social activities, 
economic associations of various kinds assume a new importance. There 
is an almost Roman willingness to recognize local custom and law as po-* 
litical authority comes to embrace larger and larger territories on this 
eve of the great age of imperialism. 

In the sutras, as in the Brahmanas, the autonomy of the brahman caste 
is maintained and its supremacy upheld. The Gautama Dliarmasulra 
takes as its point of departure the transcendent role of the priests ; the 
Baudhayana mirrors traditional social concepts and ])rovi(Ies a good intro- 
duction to orthodox thought. Authority is explained in the sutras as a 
means of satisfying basic social needs : power is granted to the king, who 
provides the negative function of protection, and to the priest, who fulfills 
the ])Ositive function of providing advice and interpreting the moral law. 
Unjust exercise of power on the part of the king, and failure to meet the 
obligations of rajadharma, will result in spiritual retribution if penance 
is not undertaken. Possibly the system of penance, as outlined, for ex- 
ample, in the Gautama Dharmasutra, was the forerunner of the modern 
idea of justice. The king must accept responsibility for the moral laxity 
of the community. 

Divine sanction of the king’s power dealt the crip])ling blow to the 
popular assembly as a check on his authority, and we hear little of the 
sabha and the samiti. By the time of the Dharmasutras the official counsel 
of the i)riest had becoriie the condition of prosperity and justice. The 
office of the purohita was equal in importance to that of the king himself 
and was in a class apart from that of the king’s other ministers. Also 
prominent were the tax collector, military commander, treasurer, royal 
storekeeper, surveyor, and judicial officers. A fairly elaborate program 
of judicial administration, with the king as the final tribunal, extended 
into the village level of organization. A body of elders or brahmans served 
as judges under the counsel of the purohita. 

« The Gautama Dharmasutra delegated authority for the regulation of occupa- 
tional groups to those groups themselves. Individual castes were to decide j)roblems 
that did not involve other -social classes. The authority of the king was limited to 
differences arising between caste groups. 
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There is evidence of the definite emergence of civil and criminal law 
at this time. The sources of law, as listed in Baudhayana, are the Vedas 
and tlieir commentaries, custom, and the example of the sages. With the 
entrenchment of the brahman class, a change in the apportionment of pun- 
ishment, as well as privilege, appears. The Baudhayana Sutra asks no 
greater fine for the murder of a shudra than for the killing of a frog or 
flamingo. Yet, according to Apastamha, one may not be unduly frugal with 
his slave or free laborer, though he deprive his son, his wife, and himself. 
We find statements to the effect that the brahman should not be made to pay 
taxes, and his property could not be appropriated. In the sutras malfea- 
sance must be expiated by penance for the sin implicit in the act, as well 
as by punishment imposed by the secular authority. The king must disci- 
pline those who failed to fulfill the duties of their respective orders.-^ 

The Apastamha introduces a relativist approach to politics and morals ; 
a’n act must be judged in tlie context of the circumstances of time and 
place.P Tlie concept of the relativity of dharma, which allows deviation 
from prescribed oldigations in times of duress indicates that self-preserva- 
tion was recognized as the governing principle of life. This doctrine, as 
we shall see, was to become a major theme in the development of Indian 
political thought. 

The Baudhayana Dharmasuira indicates that subjects of the king, like 
the vassals of medieval luirope, received protection from their lord in 
return for performing certain duties. This was the justification of the 
taxes imposed on the people. (lautama lists the percentages of various 
taxable commodities that were due the king : one-fifth of cattle, one-twen- 
tieth of merchandise, one-sixteenth of honey. The shudras should work 
one day each month for tlie king. Some — students, priests, the disabled — 
arc cxcmi)ted from taxes. Of the four ashramas, or life-stages, particular 
emphasis is given the duties of the householder.^- Because he fulfilled the 
economic and procreative functions, he was an indispensable clement of 
the social structure. 

At this time, there appears to have been a disproportionate number of 
entrants into the ascetic orders — hence the need for harsh penalties to dis- 
courage those who would circumvent the system of ashramas. By the 
third and second centuries b.c., the brahman codifiers sought to ensure that 
admission to the renunciatory life be conditional on adequate preparation 
through learning and discipline. 

With the systematization of usage and tradition in the sutras, the 
legitimacy of the royal power— formerly dci^endent on priestly proclama- 
tion — came to be based on the law codes. But this in itself did not mean 
that the king was becoming more independent of brahman controls. 
Actually the powers of the king were more rigidly defined. The very fact 
of the heretical movements, however, served to increase the dependence 
of the brahmans on the king. Since there was the possibility that competing 


P But ethical considerations govern warfare and the code of honor is exact. 
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ethical and religious systems would be successful in eliciting the support 
of the king for their own purposes, the prestige and power of the king 
must have grown in this age. 


THE SACRO-POLITICAL POWER 

The concepts Brahma and Kshatra, as we have seen, occupy a funda- 
mental position in Brahmanic symbolism. These terms, which we have 
briefly described as sacerdotium and regnum, first appear in association 
in Rigveda I, 157.2. We are reminded of the sacred-profane dichotomy 
that anthropologists often discover to be the base of primitive symbolism. 
The contrast of sky and earth is one of the most common ways of suggest- 
ing this distinction. The Omaha Indians of America, for example, were 
organized into two phratries,^ the Sky-people and the Earth-people, each 
divided into hierarchically arranged clans and charged with functions ap- 
propriate to the symbolism. The Rigveda^^ tells of the world’s beginnings, 
of Varuna who pressed the sky upward and spread the earth out broadly. 
The Chandogya Upanishad^^ has it that what was originally non-being 
developed into the cosmic egg, which eventually split asunder ; the silver 
shell became the earth, the golden shell the sky.^ 

Perhaps the pairing of concepts that represent cither contrasts or the 
ends of a continuum is essential to conceptual analysis. At any rate, an 
understanding of the order of the universe seems to depend on such a 
pattern of complementary and antithetical domains of the holy and the 
unhallowed. This dichotomy is reflected in the social organization of the 
tribe. Where power is diffused, according to Roger Caillois, the clans 
are divided into two parts, generally equal in weight and prestige ; where 
power is concentrated, the division involves the ruler and the ruled and the 
two parts are balanced in unequal and inverse weight and prestige, the one 
compensating for the other.®''’ We might speculate that the first division 
characterizes the earliest history of the Aryans, when power was more or 
less equally distributed in the tribe. The invaders, like the Mitanni war- 
riors who may well have been their nearest relations,* formed a military 
fraternity that governed an alien population. I.ater, as the subject popula- 
tion was absorbed into the community and the old warrior gana repre- 
sented only one of several modes of social organization, the second type 
of division became more important. 


oThe phratries were exogamous tribal moieties. 

’’ The idea of the two births of man (physical birth and birth through initiation) 
reflects the same distinction between the profane and the sacred and employs the same 
analogy — ^the laying of the egg is the first birth, the hatching out (of the worldly con- 
fines) may be compared to the second birth. 

* The Mitannians were an Aryan people who had a prominent role in the political 
fortunes of the Near East in the first half of the second millennium b.c. By the end 
of the sixteenth century Mitanni was supreme in the area of the upper Euphrates — 
a strategic position commanding communications between Egypt, Babylon, and Ana- 
tolia. We possess accounts of Mitanni diplomatic relations, particularly with Egypt. 
Mitanni’s demise came in tlie period 1350-1300 B.c., at the hands of her neighbors 
the Hittites and Assyrians. 
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Wikander remarks that the theory of Indo-European “tripartition” 
opposes to the two politico-social functions, those of sovereignty and force, 
a third function, whose mythical and ideological expressions are multiple. 
This “function” is described variously as the “people,” the earth, fertility, 
and riches. “Moreover,” he suggests, “this third function is distinguished 
from the first two or even opposed to them, dialectically, mythically, and 
in certain texts, historically.”*® Here, then, is the basic theoretical struc- 
ture of the class system. 

The moieties of primitive (and, we may suppose, of prehistoric) so- 
^ cieties form an organic whole. “They possess and represent comple- 
mentary properties that coincide and are opposed. Each assumes well- 
defined functions, shares a precise principle, and is permanently associated 
with a particular direction in space, with a season of the year, with a basic 
element of nature.”*^ This dualism emphasizes the dynamic nature of 
society. The unity, as CaiPois puts it, is “the result of the fecund rivalry 
of its two active poles.” In the Maitri Upanishad'^^ we read that half the 
year is sacred to Agiii, half to Vanina. It is possible that the Mitra-Varuna 
dichotomy (later the Agni-lndra pairing), which appears to be the pre- 
cursor of the concepts of Brahma and Kshatra, was reflected in a division 
of Aryan clans similar to that which characterizes extant tribal communi- 
ties. There is evidence to suggest that the Indra-worshiping tribes divided 
into two rival factions — but none to suggest that these two groups had 
the complementary functions of the clan moieties. Actually they may 
represent two distinct types of Aryan stock. The Yadu group, we are told, 
arrived more recently than the tribes^associated with the Bharatas. The 
latter, ^followers of the fire deity, Agni, were evidently forced to endure 
much from the more powerful Yadus and their associated tribes and clans, 
the Purus, Turvasas, Vrichivats, Anus, and Druhyus. (In the Rigveda 
the Yadus and Turvasas are at one point referred to as dasas, although 
they cannot have belonged to this racial group.) But the tide was to turn. 
In a series of contests the i^haratas succeeded in establishing themselves 
as the major Aryan power — ^a pre-eminence to which the Shatapatha 
Brahmana attests. These intra- Aryan hostilities, although they must have 
encouraged new developments in cosmological symbolization, were soon 
to be overshadowed by the more dramatic stniggle between these tribes 
on one hand and non-Aryans on the other. It may be that the tribal 
rivalry inspired the two types of kshatriya character, as represented by 
* the heroes Arjuna and Bhima in the Mahdbhdrata} At least it must have 
strengthened the proclivity to think in dualities. 

The totems of clan moieties are often animals of the same species, but 
of different colors ; thus elements of harmony and disharmony are com- 
bined. Zimmer expresses the idea in broader philosophic terms : “through- 
out the universe the numerous mutually antagonistic elements cooperate 
by working against each other.”*® And this is especially true of the prin- 
ciples of authority — which came eventually to be the basis of legitimation 


< Vide Chapter 8 below. 
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of the two ruling classes. It seems likely that the theory had its sociological 
origin in a distribution of function now almost impossible to reconstruct. 

The categories of authority we customarily employ are based on the 
assumption that modern “secular” society is, in essence, dynamic, in- 
novative, and preoccupied with problem-solving, whereas traditional or 
Gemeinschaft communities go on from day to day embedded in the crust 
of custom, l^ut there are, of course, situations in which the so-called tra- 
ditional society is confronted with challenges. These situations call for a 
flexible policy, careful calculation of dangers and disadvantages, and per- 
haps even suspension of the codes of proper conduct. Change may be rapid 
and sweeping — ^and the society will survive. This capacity to respond 
effectively to environmental challenge indicates an adaptability in the 
ideological superstructure, an allowance for the necessity of sin. Sym- 
bols of foundation arc continually invoked. The concept of foundation 
implies the possibility of the “artificial” establishment of social aggregates. 
The heroic role is thus institutionalized : it is the assertive, transmoral role 
charged with the acquisition of gain and the protection of what has beeti 
acquired. And it is kept within bounds by its subservience to the higher 
spiritual power. The harmony of the two complementary powers, temporal 
and spiritual, Kshatra and Brahma, ensures the harmony of the world.®" 
The relationship, like the moieties, is complementary. It is the Indian 
version of the Chinese principles yin and yang.^ 

The concepts, which we might describe as the assertive-adaptive and 
the integrative-cohesive, have an important place in the literature of po- 
litical sociology. Here is the fox and the lion, the prophet-agitator and 
the priest-bureaucrat, the driving force and the adjusting force, yaruna 
and Mitra. 

Georges Dumezil has worked out an elaborate analysis of Mitra and 
Varuna as the two major components of sovereignty, and has compared 
this division with symbolism employed in Rome and elsewhere in the 
ancient world.®^ Mitra® is mind; he represents the ideal values of the 
community and facilitates social ties. The analogue of this principle is 
Brahma, the conceiver. Varuna is will, the symbolic expression of the 
Kshatra principle. His name is derived from the word meaning “to cover” : 
he was the protector of the moral order (rita). Varuna, the violent and 
unpredictable, is the great magician who is able to contend with the darker 
forces at work in the world.®® “Mitra is the sovereign in his rational, clear, 
ordered, calm, benevolent, sacerdotal aspect ; Varuna is the sovereign in 
his aggressive, somber, inspired, violent, terrible, warrior aspect.”®® Other 
peoples have known the two as Numa and Romulus. It is the ordered, 
the calm, the benevolent — ^as opposed to that mysterious potency which 

* In Chinese symbolization the prince represents yang, the people are the oppo- 
site (feminine) principle. On the subject of these oppositions, vide Granet [160]. The 
Indian duality more nearly approximates the ancient Mesopotamian distinction be- 
tween the great deity of the sky, Anu, who embodied the principle of authority, and 
Mil, the storm, who represented power. The assembly was guided by Anu, but Enlil 
executed its decisions. 

V The Greco-Iranian Mithras. 
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is always in an equivocal relationship to society. The two principles, mind 
and will, Brahma and Kshatra, were at first distinct although Vanina was 
never completely independent of Mitra. The kshatriya (as the theory 
developed) is thus dependent on the priest, although the brahman may 
function without the temporal power.®* But in the basic scheme the two 
are homologous and complementary. 

Mitra and Varuna were hound to the moral order. As Dumezil ex- 
presses the commitment, “they are less in rita than rita is in them.”®® We 
know that in societies where authority is strongly rooted in the super- 
natural and symbolization is preoccupied with correspondences between 
the realms of the sacred and the profane, “virtue consists in remaining 
in the order, keeping in one’s own place, not leaving one’s station, keeping 
to what is permitted, and not approaching what is forbidden. Having done 
this, one also keeps the universe ordered.”®® Plato, in his theory of justice, 
is*only restating a time-honored precept. We know from Homer that above 
the gods of the Olympic pantheon there was a power, moira, older and 
more exalted than the deities themselves. This principle, the basis of 
order, limited the gods as it did man — apportioning to each his special 
function and status. At first, like rita, it was morally neutral. But implicit 
in the concept was an “ought” or a “must.”®^ Moira held things together 
by keeping them apart. Tt originally meant “allotted portion or province,” 
the status or appropriate area of activity that gave to god and man alike 
a determined position in the social order.®* By remaining in one’s own 
place, one also keeps the cosmos ordered. 

So, too, in India “everything was put in order and set operating under 
rules devised for control, and diflFerenl deities had separate departmental 
functions for supervising the operation. All this systematization and regu- 
lation was known as rita.”®” Rita, too, antedated the gods. Varuna was 
its protector.’® And just as moira came to he dominated by the element of 
destiny in the concept, so rita, overwhelmed by karma, would be reduced 
to the ])rinciple of swadliarma — the idea that everyone is born to his own 
place. Dharma “implies not only a universal law by which the cosmos is 
governed and sustained, hut also particular laws, or inflections of ‘the 
law,’ which are natural to each special species or modification of exist- 
ence.”*® To pursue the duty of another is to invite disaster; according to 
the Gita, “the dharma of another is fraught with peril.”*^ Both moira and 
rita arc charged with keeping all things in their rightful places. Both 
'imply law, custom, and usage — power within a framework. Both were 
originally strongly spatial concepts. 

In this conception of order the Varuna principle, which is related to 
Mitra as authority is to legitimacy, must have seemed in times of crisis 

w This power is the cognate of an aspect of moira which appears to be an early 
manifestation of nomos — and in its most terrible form is Styx. Moira is the limiting 
and static side of the more positive and dynamic nomos. “The power which holds a 
certain field and is lawfully exercised within it is also the power which recoils in anger 
upon the invading power from beyond its frontiers. . . . Styx, the shuddering chill 
of taboo, is nothing but the recoil, or negative asitect, of [moira].** (Cornford, pp. 
34f.,25.) 
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to strain at the limitations on its power. In guarding the order against 
hostile forces it may be necessary to take on characteristics not unlike those 
of the enemy. Authority is transformed into force or naked power. The 
gods become all too human ; they themselves participate in the original sin. 

Sin is defined in relation to rita, as the violation of the moral order.® 
Varuna’s merciless punishments had not been seen as such an infringe- 
ment, for the gods were by definition the symbolic expression of the order.** 
But the volitional attribute of Varuna offered a clue to the solution of the 
problem confronting a dynamic, aggressive society engaged in acts of 
expediency. 

In India the amoral dimension of Kshatra found its fullest expression 
in the figure of Indra, who represents the warrior virtues, power as well 
as authority. Indra has the right to go above the sacred code when neces- 
sary for its protection. But purification and compensation are always 
required. This is one reason for the importance of the sacrifice in Aryan 
ideology. The right to transcend the code meant that Indra could spare as 
well as demolish, for the divine law embodied a harsh justice that took 
little account of human weakness. This extension of the Kshatra function 
carries the adaptive-assertive imperative to its nonmoral conclusion, but 
it also humanizes the divine law and contains within itself an integrative 
factor. Indra represents the flexibility essential to viable government. 

Mitra and Varuna symbolize the functions of coordination and control 
associated with the worshipful aspect of the sacrifice and with the brah- 
man,*' and the functions relating to the active use of power for collective 
purposes. The adaptive functional needs always threaten the integration 
of society— -this is the sociological principle expressed in the symbol of 
Indra, the ambiguity latent in the kshatriya dharma. ‘The warrior is ex- 
posed by his nature to sin ; in the name of his function and for the general 
good he is constrained to commit sins ; but he quickly exceeds this limit 
and sins against the ideals of all the functional levels, including his own.”® 
The Mitra-Varuna dichotomy is expanded to allow for this unavoidable 
fact of power. The spectrum of power now extends from power as a 
function of the system of social relationships, power within the organiza- 

* Perhaps the history of this development of the idea of sin as departure from the 
moral pattern of things paralleled the metamorphosis of the Greek concept ate, which 
is at first not a personal quality but a momentary clouding of the understanding. Zeus 
was said to have taken away the normal capacity for judgment. And just as wine is 
considered to be responsible for this rashness (probably because of some daemonic 
property), so the drug soma is associated with this state of mind in the ancient Aryan 
culture. Though the individual would appear to be not responsible for his actions 
under such an “influence,” he is nevertheless expected to make compensation. In the 
post-Homeric age ate has retained its irrational character but has come now to mean 
the penalty for rashness, the punishment for hubris. 

y “The problem of control of political power is above all the problem of integra- 
tion, of building the power of individuals and sub-collectivities into a coherent system 
of legitimized authority where power is fused with collective responsibility.” (Par- 
sons [316], p. 127.) 

' Dumezil [101], p. 103; “Victory in the field demands of the warrior a violence 
which must afterwards be made to disappear, lest it injuriously affect internal order.” 
(Jouvenel [207], p. 45, n.l ; vide Dumezil, Horace et les Curiaces [Paris, 1942], on 
the need to reintegrate w 9 .rriors in society.) 
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tional context resulting from the orderly mobilization of resources, to 
power as force, the employment of drastic means. 

In the course of this development Indra, who was originally closely 
akin to Varuna, comes to be seen as opposed to the authority principle as 
raison de corps is opposed to legitimate power. And Varuna, as we would 
expect, takes unto himself qualities earlier associated with Mitra — ^until 
by the age of the heterodox philosophical systems he has become the rep- 
resentation of moral virtue and is linked to the concept of hereditary pol- 
lution. The distinction between Indra and those gods who, by definition, 
^re incapable of sin may well have been encouraged by the priests — ^to 
place the mark of impurity forever on the brows of their rivals for power. 
In the Mahabharata, a brahmanic work, the royalty is always passive, 
but sovereign. The second function, that of the kshatriya, is depicted as 
active and subordinated.** King Yudhishthira is more brahman than 
Aryan in his attitudes, the chivalrous knight Arjuna is resigned to the 
fact of his sinful mission (he is wliat the priest would wish all warriors 
to be) . The guileless Uhima remains to do the dirty work with Vedic gusto. 

On the supernatural level the god of the aggressive and culture-creating 
people was being forced to make way for the gods of a culture-maintaining 
and settled people. The agricultural economy and the territorial polity 
empliasized the need for rex, for the integration of power and authority. 
The original dichotomy in the Aryan principle of order had indicated the 
means whereby the brahmans could insinuate themselves into positions of 
influence.®® 

^ Wf shall return to these themes in Chapters 8 and 9 below, which deal with 
the Mahabharata and the ambiguous figure of Krishna. 
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THE SACRO-ECONOMIC POWER 

Concrete acts acquire their meaning from norms and ritual representa- 
tions which, in turn, find their justification in the general value commit- 
ments of society, values which — as Weber insists — ultimately involve non- 
rational choices. This meaning is essential to social and personality sta- 
bility. We are concerned in this chapter with the changes that took place 
at the decisive level of meaning and value, the basis of legitimation. At 
first on the lower “institutional’’ level of the meaning system, these changes 
were concealed behind ritual actions and the more formal aspects of re- 
ligious and tribal life.® But the widening gap between higher values and 
the forms of religious expression made Brahmanism increasingly vulner- 
able to attack by the new salvatioq, religions. 

We must not make the mistake of isolating these changes in tjie idea- 
tional realm from events taking place on the social and economic levels. 
The effect of actual modes of social organization on the way the universe 
is understood is never a simple outward projection of human relations. 
Substructure and superstructure interact in an intricate and often ambigu- 
ous fashion. Anthropologists have studied primitive peoples who interpret 
natural phenomena in terms of relationships deriving from the kinship 
system or other social patterns. Nature is in fact seen as a continuation 
of human society. Yet in such cultures and in the more advanced civiliza- 
tions that have not developed the “historical” frame of reference, the cosmic 
order tends to be viewed as the model after which social life and organiza- 
tion are patterned.® 

In their symbolization of cosmic forces, the Vedic gods of the Aryan 

" When the major commitment is to the lower of the two value levels, the other 
(the ^'reasons why") may be varied without ^reat threat of social disorganization. 
Vide Bellah [26]. This is the process of "rationalization." 

^ Vide p. 15 above. Much of this chapter owes its approach to the Durkheim 
school of positivistic organicism. The commitment of the Parisian group to the idea 
that categories of belief mirror the forms of social organization (vide Durkheim’s 
Elementary Forms of the Religious Life [105] and his essay, with Mauss, in U Annie 
sociologique, VI, 1901-2, on primitive modes of classification), as well as to such 
concepts as the group soul, has been criticized by social scientists since the time these 
ideas were enthusiastically accepted by intellectual historians like Cornford and 
Marcel Granet (inde the latter’s La Pensie rhinoise [160]). Durkheim’s preoccupa- 
tion with the individual’s group orientation and with collective values, his reluctance 



From Sacrifice to Self-Awareness 45 

peoples were sufficiently similar in character to the earliest Greek deities 
to allow us to speculate from time to time on the basis of our greater knowl- 
edge of classical civilization. Except for Indra, and possibly Agni for 
certain tribal groups, the Vedic deities were not actually daemon-gods 
embodying the group spirit. The poets had created their individual per- 
sonalities, and they were pre-eminently gods of the warrior aristocracy. 
For this reason the relation of these gods to the worshiper was not one of 
direct communion, but depended upon the sacrifice — a contractual rela- 
tionship, so to speak. What Cornford says of the Greek Olympians ap- 
plies also to the gods of the Aryans : “God and worshipers do not form 
one solid group, but confront one another as a society or political unit and 
a power of Nature — between which only an external relation, of a con- 
tractual or commercial type, can subsist.”^ In the discussion that follows, 
we shall attempt to discover the meaning of the sacrificial fire in terms of 
what we have earlier distinguished as the adaptive and integrative needs 
of the tribal community. 

The sacrifice is both a useful act and an obligation. It is often con- 
ceived in contractual terms, for the gods have need of men just as men 
must ensure the cooperation, or at least the noninterference, of supernatural 
forces. Ritual is understood sociologically as an elaboration of expressive 
and evaluative s)nnbolism.^ The manifest purpose of the sacrifice is either 
to gain the assistance of the gods or to placate them. Its apparent function 
is essentially instrumental ; but at least as important are the immediate 
gratifiaition it provides and the possibilities for acting out psychological 
needs. We shall be concerned here primarily with the ideology of the 
sacrifice : man’s attempt to influence the sacred or the profane, to prevent 
the two from harming or even devastating one another as a result of im- 
proper contact.® The size and elaborate nature of these ceremonies in 
ancient India indicate that Aryan society was absorbed with these prob- 
leflis : the sacrifices described in the Rigveda are the lavish spectacles of 
the chieftains and the more affluent members of the nobility rather than 
the simpler rites of the domestic hearth so important in later times. 

The Vedic sacrifice grew increasingly complex as royal ambitions 
swelled and priestly power entrenched itself. An illustration of the Vedic 
rite (one which has its roots in the remote chivalric age) is that described 
in the Aitareya Brahmana (VIII, 28) as “the dying round the holy fire” — 
a ritual that Zimmer considers “at once a document of metaphysics and a 
"curious power-recipe.”* It is essentially a curse on the king’s enemies, 
and by the time of the late Vedic or Brahmanic epoch, it had become one 
of the magical means for reducing fellow princes to vassalage. Conducting 
the ritual was a demanding task, replete with intricacies and detailed 
formulae. The king 

will have to be quick to mutter his curses at precisely the correct instant 

if he is to cast his spells at the distant enemy with any hope of success. 

to work out a social psychology (and his refusal, until late in life, to admit the im- 
portance of psychology at all), and his concern with function and process to the rela- 
tive neglect of social structure necessitate a certain caution in the use of such a 

erkrinlnorv ni 1mniv1f*Hcr^ SinH aetion. 
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And with all this business of remaining on one’s feet, not lying down 
while the enemy is sitting, and not going to sleep before the rival, the 
one practicing the charm must have had much the look of a neurotic 
caught by a strange obsession. Yet, obviously, all would be worth the 
trouble if the secret weapon got rid of the ring of enemies and opened 
to him, yo evam veda, the dominion of paramount royal rule.® 

For sheer magnificence nothing could equal that greatest of all sacri- 
fices, the ashvamedha or horse sacrifice. The release of a consecrated horse 
to pasture at will was regarded as an invitation to dispute the paramount 
authority of the king, whose power was represented by the band of young 
knights accompanying the horse and accepting whatever challenge their 
invasion might produce. The horse selected to wander the world for a year 
was always a prime specimen, for he symbolized the warrior class and the 
generative masculine force, as well as Prajapati, whose fertilizing power 
had created the world.® It was to Prajapati that the animal was sacrificed 
at the end of the year. (Originally the horse was offered to Indra, and 
before it was let loose to graze, a dog, symbolizing the demon, was killed 
under its feet — ^as Indra had killed Vritra, and as the king would vanquish 
his own enemies.) With the sacrifice of the horse the king announced his 
sovereignty.® This was the primary purpose of the rite, but it also served 
to ensure prosperity and fertility. Book XIV of the Mahabharata is de- 
voted to a brahmanic account of the ashvamedha which, we are told, 
“on account of the very large quantity of gold that is required . . . has 
come to be called the sacrifice rich in gold.”^ King Yudhishthira is advised 
to make the recompense of the brahpians three times the usual gift, so that 
his merit would be tripled. The ashvamedha is also transformed, into a 
kind of expiation, by which the king absolves himself of the sin he acquired 
in killing his cousins in the Bharata war.^ 

This sacrifice seems more like a great festival, or at least an ostenta- 
tious display of wealth. We read that : 

intoxicated and carefree men and women giving themselves up to joy 
were there ; the sounds of drums and the blare of conches echoed across 
the fields. It was a spectacle that gladdened the heart. “Give that which 
is desired !” — ^“Eat what you want !” — Such were the words that were 
repeatedly heard both day and night. This sacrifice was like a great 
feast, full of joyous and contented men. Finally, after wealth had been 
showered in torrents, Yudhishthira and his brothers were purged of 
all sin and he entered his capital.® 

If such a “sacrifice” could purge Yudhishthira of his sins, we might ques- 
tion whether the usual interpretation of the sacrifice is entirely adequate. 
We know, of course, that implicit in the destruction of wealth on certain 

oThc imperial sacrifice lapsed under the Mauryas, but was revived by the 
Shungas. There is record of Samudra Gupta and Kumara Gupta I having perform^ 
the ashvamedha, but after the second Gupta dynasty the practice became rare. The 
Cholas, in the eleventh century, appear to have been the last to sacrifice the horse as 
the symbol of their suzerainty. 

^Vide Chapter $, part 1, below. 
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bccasions^s the belief that the sacrificer will be repaid. And, later, when 
the agricultural harvest became all-important, the prosperity of the follow- 
ing harvest was ensured by the reckless dispensing of the grain. “Fertility 
is born of excess. ... In a sort of wager with destiny, ruinous conse- 
quences are courted in the attempt to be the one who will give away the 
most, so that destiny is obliged to return with compound interest what it 
has received. . . . Economy, accumulation, and moderation define the 
rhythm of profane life, while prodigality and excess define the rhythm of 
the festival.''® The periodic festival-sacrifice intervenes to revitdize the 
world when, with the coming of winter, it appears to be losing its fertility. 

' From anthropological studies of the American Indian and Melanesian 
societies we learn of a socio-economic ritual institution known as the pot- 
latch® — ^an exchange of goods that is a moral as well as an economic trans- 
action. The potlatch, originally a feast given with the expectation of 
return, is in its most general sense a ceremony involving the distribution 
of gifts. Those who distribute food and gifts are entitled to reciprocation 
from those who receive. Because the rite is a communion as well as a 
competition, it has both integrative and divisive aspects. The banquet 
or gift distribution is a kind of conspicuous display of the host's wealth. 
It is a sciuandcring match, a direct challenge to those who arc now obligated 
to repay with equal munificence or else endure a loss of prestige and power 
in the clan or tribe. The potlatch is considered an important step in the 
process of individualization, in the assertion of personal power.^ 

The gods were bound by the sacrificial gifts of men, just as the guests 
at the potlatch were obligated to repay with the same liberality. The ex- 
pensive and awesome Vedic ritual lacks some of the features of the pot- 
latch ; but in the conspicuous consumption of wealth and the central role 
of the gift, it seems to be a related institution. The great gambling match 
between Yudhishthira and Duryodhana in the Mahabharata,^ whereby 
the former lost his entire kingdom, his four brothers, and their joint wife 
Draupadi, induced Mauss to comment that one does not stop “at the purely 
sumptuous destruction of accumulated wealth in order to eclipse a rival 
chief (who may be a close relative). We are here confronted with total 
prestation in the sense that the whole clan, through the intermediacy of 
the chiefs, makes contracts involving all its members and everything it 
possesses.'*^® The game of dice in such ceremonies as the ratnahavimsa 
(a ritual probably belonging to the later Vedic period) may be a symbolic 
remnant of the ancient potlatch. 

Held believes that the deference shown the king by the brahmans in 
the rajasuya sacrifice (“Therefore there is nothing higher than Kshatra''^^) 
is in effect an acknowledgment of the king’s superiority in the potlatch.^® 

« From the Chinook patshatl, meaning “gift” or “giving.” 

f Vide Davy [91], especially pp. 234ff. : **Potlatch is not the substitute for hered- 
ity, but its complement, and, we may add, its corrective. In society it is promotion by 
election in contrast to promotion by birth. It promotes the new men whom wealth 
favors.” The author is careful to insist that the potlatch also expresses collective 
relations — ^although it is always directed by the chief of the clan. 

^II, 12; vide p. 133 below. 
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In the Mahabharata (I, 78ff.) there is the story of a king’s daughter who 
boasts to a brahman girl that she is the daughter of a man who gives but 
does not accept. (But of course the king himself is astute enough to admit 
that all his wealth in fact belongs to the brahman.) The potlatch must 
have posed a problem for the brahmans who, since they were on the receiv- 
ing end of the relationship, placed themselves under obligation to the king 
and the nobles. It was probably assumed that the brahman’s position was 
comparable to that of the gods, who possessed a higher power that must 
constantly be courted by men. At any rate, the emphasis the potlatch 
placed on wealth would introduce confusions into ejuestions of status, as 
the story of the king’s daughter suggests. 

There is the danger that we may be dealing with early ritual institu- 
tions after the manner of Procrustes. After all, every sacrifice is an act 
of abnegation — since the sacrifiant^ dej^rives himself and makes a gift- 
offering. And .sensitivity to honor is a characteristic of all military aris- 
tocracies. Honor must always be publicly acknowledged, and wc should 
expect this ideal to pervade all a.spects of social life. Sudi ritual actions 
as the stealing of cows from fellow clan members, followed by the return 
of at least as many cattle as were originally taken,^* cannot be explained 
simply in terms of an aristocratic code or the usual ritual exegesis. The 
rites of the Black Yajus include a sham contest in which the king over- 
powers a kshatriya with his bow. “The whole ceremony,” according to 
Professor Sharma, “means defeating the relative in the cow raid and then 
reinstating the vanquished in his position by doing him an act of grace.”^* 
These rites indicate the important latent integrative function of the ritual. 
It is the symbolic expression of the focusing of authority in one member 
of the clan as well as an appeasement ge.sture and an attempt to ease the 
strain produced by the struggle for i>ower. 

It is almost impossible to make any general statement about the rela- 
tion of wealth to political po>ver in the ancient Aryan tril)al community, 
a culture in winch there appears to have been at least some sharing of the 
wealth. The Rigveda describes a sacrificer in his chariot as “first in rank 
and wealthy, munificent and lauded in assemblies.”^''^ In a cattle-raiding 
group, wealth in cattle would be regarded as direct evidence of prowess, 
and we might expect that the techniques used to deprive the indigenous 
population of its property would become symbolic of power and reappear 
in the symbolic expression of an individual’s authority over his clansmen. 
And in a predatory society of the early Aryan type the potlatch would 
probably take the form of the sacrifice — in which the wealth of the clan is 
expended for the purpose of obligating the gods to assist its members in 
future forays against the dasas. The competition among clan members for 
leadership (which was not originally a simple question of inheritance, but 
presupposed certain magico-religious powers) would tend to encourage 
the entry of technicians of magic into the inner circle of power. This was 

^ The one who benefits from the sacrifice — ^as distinguished from the officiating 
priest. 
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especially \ruc when it was believed that power had to be restored or re- 
juvenated periodically through the sacrifice. 

Wealth is, of course, never enough in itself. It must be consecrated 
through the initiation; the economic factor becomes sacralized. This 
supremacy of the sacred over the profane is increasingly stressed — until 
no amount of profane wealth can provide access to authority. The “sacred” 
has become the monopoly of the brahmans. And the kshatriyas arc willing 
to support such an arrogation of power. For with the development of new 
economic forms the ideology prevents the more opulent vaishya mercantile 
class from becoming a threat to the ruling group and may even be used to 
justify appropriation of tlieir wealth. 

The potlatch concept may be helpful in determining what is meant by 
early references to the “election” of the king. The processes by which the 
individual establishes his authority over the gana or clan will, however, 
probably not be the same as those by which he acquires power over larger 
political units. The passage in the Taittiriya Samhita (II, 3.1) which 
states that by the partial performance of a sacrifice the king attains the 
people (vis), whereas full performance ensures the kingdom (rostra) as 
•well, may indicate an awareness of the growing distinction between the 
tribal polity and the territorial state.^“ We might surmise that the ruler 
first gains suzerainty over his own clan or tribe and then, as the leader of 
the ruling tribe, over the tribal complex that is in the process of consolida- 
tion as a “slate.” In the course of this development from intra- and inter- 
tribal power contests to the great ashvamedha horse sacrifice, the expres- 
sion of true sovereignty, the sacrifice^ assumes a variety of forms and 
meanings. Always, however, the “sacralizing” of wealth has a role of 
central significance in achieving the purposes of the sacrifiant. 

With the emergence of royal authority, the king assumes as one of his 
major duties the representation of the tribe at the sacrifice. The fertility 
.and welfare of the community as well as the king’s own magical potency 
are ensured by the public ritual. As protector of his people, the king is 
charged with pacifying the gods and obtaining their support in campaigns 
against the enemies of the tribe. But the king and the kshatriyas have a 
special interest in the sacrifice, for their morally ambiguous social role 
necessitates their ritual purification. Here perhaps is the seed of the guilt 
that has its historic culmination in the Buddha — a psychological phenom- 
enon that the brahmans will use to full advantage. 

• The kshatriya traditionally has two roles : the protection of the people 
in battle and the acquisition of wealth. In the sacred texts we often find 
the latter emphasized. The inherent sin in the kshatriya dharma empha- 
sized the need for the sacrifice as a necessary antidote — ^and the sacrifice, 
in turn, fostered the emphasis on wealth. In the Santiparva^'^ (of the 
Mahabharata) we read tliat wealth was created for the celebration of the 
sacrifice, that all wealth should be devoted to the sacrifice, and that it is 
improper to spend wealth on enjoyment. The idea that instead of being 
hoarded, wealth ought to find its way into gifts for the brahmans becomes 
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evident. Wealth cannot be used to win the favor of the gods without the 
intervention of the priests. The brahmans had maneuvered themselves 
into a strategic position.* 

Before we turn to the role of the priest in the sacrifice and the theory 
of the gift as revealed in the ancient sources, it is worth noting how simply 
idealism is fused with materialism in the concept of the food that feeds 
the sacrificial fire. The attention to food in Indian religious theory indi- 
cates that philosophy is rooted in some basic realities of life. “If one 
should not eat for ten days, even though he might live, yet verily he be- 
comes a non-seer, a non-hearer, a non-thinker, a non-perceiver, a non- 
doer, a non-understander. But on the entrance of food he becomes a seer, 
he becomes a hearer fete.]. Reverence Food."^* 

In Upanishad and brahmanic epic alike we find this theme. “From 
food, verily, creatures are produced . . . food is the chief of beings.”^* 
“The course of the world and the intellectual faculties have all been fixed 
on food. ... It is food that keeps up the wide universe.”^® It is not 
simply a case of food being the sublime energy of the sacrifice. The sym- 
bolism of food in the sacrifice itself expresses the majestic and terrible 
cycle of life. Food produces food ; “It both is eaten and eats things.”*^ 
The growing emphasis on commensal restrictions is very likely related to 
the belief that food is mana, giving strength and vitality to the eater, and 
hence containing some mysterious power. Food announces itself in the 
Black Yajurveda as “tlie first-born of the divine essence.” “Before the 
gods sprang into existence, I was. I am the navel of immortality. Who- 
ever bestows me on others — ^thereby keeps me to himself. I am Food. 
I feed on food and on its feeder.”** Food (annam) is the mani((estation 
of the supreme principle that governs the universe. The concept con- 
tributed to the monism of the Upanishads, although in the earliest of them, 
the Brihadaranyaka, it is said that food must be supplemented by life.** 
In later Upanishads it is held that food is life.** 

Food produces food. The cycle is without end. “The offering fitly cast 
in fire arises up unto the sun. From out the sun, rain is produced ; from 
rain, food; living creatures thence.”*® And in the world of beasts and 
men ; “Beings here are born for food, when born they live by food, on 
deceasing they enter into food.”*'* The idea of food as the constant entity, 
the synthesis of matter and force that changes only its external form, is 
at bottom the expression of a Weltanschauung that pictures the world as 
a struggle for survival in which some forms live on others, which in turn 


< In his study of Indian religion, which he hoped would help substantiate the thesis 
put forth in The Protestant EtJiic and the Spirit of Capitalism [424], Weber did not 
discern the role of the potlatch in determining status relationships. For the anxious 
Calvinist, wealth was taken as a sign of God’s blessing ; for the kshatriya, wealth also 
served as an indication of the favor of the gods. But unlike the frugal and industrious 
Calvinist, the Indian nobles transformed wealth into power by squandering it in the 
sacrifice and the potlatch. Accounting for the failure of capitalism to take deei> root 
in India, Weber emphasized the importance in Indian belief of mystical renunciation 
of the world, the devaluing of material things. In the formative years of Indian civi- 
lization, the lavish dissipation of wealth may have been as significant a factor in dis- 
couraging a capitalist culture as the ascetic disregard of wealth. 
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have fed on yet weaker creatures.^ It is actually not a great leap from this 
materialism, which views the changing forms of life as only the outer 
symbolization of a fundamental and irreducible principle, and the phi- 
losophy that stresses the immortality of the soul in contrast to the im- 
permanence of the body. We may even expect to find comparisons of the 
soul with food. 

Zimmer®^ explains a line from the Taittiriya Brahmana (“By keeping 
his food to himself he becomes guilty when eating it”) by suggesting that 
the individual “will not wish to break the circuit by hoarding tlie substance 
to himself. And by the same token, anyone keeping food withdraws him- 
*s^f from the animating passage of the life-force which suj)ports the re- 
mainder of the universe. . . . When he eats, he eats his own death.”*' 
In the ascetic reaction to the sacrifice, nothing (or almost nothing) is kept 
for the self. But at the same time the individual is withdrawn from eco- 
nomically productive activity — sl withdrawal for which the ascetic disci- 
plines and cults are criticized in later orthodox literature. 

The acquisition of wealth and the strengthening of the cycle are often 
linked with the stories of heroes in Indian mythology (as in the legends 
of every people). Indra released the waters and sent them “flowing for 
man’s good” ; he won the cows. Skanda, a non-Aryan deity (the sou of 
Shiva), is gold itself: “gold is the powerful energy of the god of fire and 
was born with Kartikeya f Skanda |.”^* Rama is thought to have been 
originally a vegetation deity who, if his wife Sita (“furrow”) represents 
the fecund eartli, may be taken to symbolize the fertilizing rain. In both 
Skanda and Rama we can detect a coq^bining of non-Aryan fertility and 
Aryan .^y gods. 

Wealth, say the brahmans, is made to be given away. Vain would be 
wealth if the brahman did not exist to receive it. Yudhishthira is told “to 
celebrate a great sacrifice with enough presents of all sorts and a sufficient 
quantity of the earth’s produce. If you do not perform that sacrifice, O 
king, then the sins of this kingdom will visit you.”-® The presents are 
meant for the brahmans. One of the obligations of brahman dharma is to 
receive gifts. Danadharma, the law of ^hc gift, seems to apply only to the 
brahman class. The priests reciprocate by ritually absolving sin. “Gift 
of gold, gift of kine, and gift of earth, — these are considered as sin-clean- 
ing. They rescue the giver from his evil deeds. O king, always make such 
gifts to the righteous. P'orsooth, gifts rescue the giver from all his sins.”®® 
When it is said that the kshatriya should either give away the earth in gift 
or renounce his life in battle,®^ it is meant that these are the only means 
the warrior has of purging his soul of iniquity. The brahmans’ ability to 
demand gifts from others, based not on their own gifts but ratlier on the 
performance of a “service,” is a striking modification of the potlatch prin- 

i Vide pp. 11, 137: matsyanyaya. 

^Mauss has commented ([260], p. 56) that “it is in the nature of food to be 
shared ; to fail to give others a part is ‘to kill its essence,* to destroy it for oneself and 
for others. Such is the interpretation, at once materialistic and idealistic, that Brah- 
manism gave to charity and hospitality.” 
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ciple. The obligation in receiving the gift remained. For the brahman, 
the major obligation was purity — and he refused to accept the gift under 
certain conditions. The sin of the giver is transferred with the gift, and 
precautions must be taken.®® 

The gift to the brahman appears to have taken the place of the sacrifice 
in many situations. Indeed, according to a brahman text, “by making an 
act of giving, you [Yudhishthira] should consider yourself as performing 
a sacrifice.” By supporting the brahmans the king gains higher merit 
than if he performed the rajasuya or horse sacrifice.®® And once the gift 
is acquired by the priest it is taboo. The brahman's property destroys him 
who takes it — ^and will doom the second and even the third generation of 
the transgressor.®* It should be remarked that in redirecting wealth from 
the extravagances of the sacrifice back to society (even though the brah- 
mans usually intended this wealth for themselves) the priests performed 
a positive social function. And in fairness it must be said that at least a 
few of the brahmans realized that they could not insist on the inability of 
wealth to satisfy the true needs of man (in language of an almost Bud- 
dhistic ring), while accumulating property themselves. In that great state- 
ment of brahman prerogatives, the Anusasanaparva, we read that “much 
wealth, when possessed by a brahman, becomes a source of evil to him. 
Constant association with riches and prosperity is sure to fill him with 
pride and cause him to be stupefied. . . . [Then] virtue and duties are 
sure to suffer destruction.”* But perhaps this warning is intended to set 
the stage for the admonition that follows — this time addressed to the king 
— ^warning against the oppressive amassing of riches at the expense of the 
poor and the helpless “ 


THE DUSK OF THE GODS 

Many primitive societies actually possess two distinct types of struc- 
ture. In addition to the clan or tribe with its often markedly egalitarian 
relationships, there exists (though sometimes for only a part of the year) 
a smaller association which is ordered hierarchically, and which allows an 
alternative to traditional ascriptive forms of authority." In this organiza- 
tion, which we shall call the confraternity, the selection process is more 
apt to be based on achievement. The confraternity establishes a criterion 

^ Mahahharata XIII; the verses cited are 61.19f. Scattered references in the 
work to the sacredness of the cow, the four castes, and so on, indicate that the 
Anuiasanaparva, like the other books of the epic, exists in a relatively late recension. 
Much of the material (and the social life it reflects) is, however, of ancient date. 

^ The law of the gift is not systematically developed. It consists essentially of 
such maxims as : one protects himself from certain unsavory or dangerous types by 
making gifts to them (Mahabharata XIII, 59.13f.) ; one acquires different rewards 
by making gifts under certain conjunctions of the planets and stars ; one may give 
what remains after necessary expenses for the food and clothing of his family have 
been met (Brihaspati Dharmashastra XV, 3 ; Narada Dharmashastra IV, 6). On the 
subject of gifts, and particular Iv gifts to brahmans, vide the Anusasanaparva 9. Ilf., 
20.37f.. 59.5ff., 61-69, 71, 73, 78f., 84, 124, 138. 

It is most likely to assume prominence during the winter season when religious 
activity is most important — ^for the fertility of the earth must be regained. 
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of eligibilJly ; power and prestige are linked to the possession of magical 
abilities. Members of the confrateniity undergo a series of initiations that 
introduce the novice into a “second life” as a member of the sacred com- 
munity. Historically the right to this ceremony seems usually to have 
been purchased : admission to the exclusive association was dependent in 
most cases on wealth. The confraternity and the potlatch thus have an 
affinity. 

This organization of initiates tends to assume increasing political 
prominence. According to Georges Davy, it takes over the political 
function of the clan “just at the moment when the transformations of 
tdtemism and kinship are rendering obsolete the conceptions of com- 
munal authority diffused throughout the totemic clan, and are demanding 
a structure adapted to making power individual and hierarchic.” The 
confraternity is “the incubator of individualization for sovereignty.”®** 

• From what we know of early Aiyan society and its spread from the 
mountain passes of northwest India into the jungles of the lower Gangetic 
valley, some such- transformation of authority must have taken place, 
although the attempt to find any collectivity among Vedic political insti- 
tutions that very precisely resembles the confraternity goes unrewarded. 
The Vedic gana was probably an armed organization of the whole people, 
its only official the leader, or ganapati. The highly mobile gana was essen- 
tially a cattle-raiding oi)eralion. Tis members seem to have shared equally 
in the spoils and the i)roduce. A distinction between noble and non-noble 
ganas may already have existed in the early centuries of the Aryan in- 
vasion. 

Also based on a system of communal sharing was the mysterious 
vidatha, which, in the earlier Vedic period, was more important than 
cither the sabha or sainiti (organizations likely to be products of a more 
mature society and more complex political structure). The general busi- 
ness of the community was carried on in the vidatha, and the distribution 
of produce appears to have been one of its functions. A strong collectivist 
sentiment dominated the gathering (at which women were often present) 
and one is tempted to sec in the vidatha the ancestor of the sangha. As 
such, it is far from the confraternity, although it fulfilled some of the func- 
tions of the potlatch. The gana and vidatha antedate the time when classes 
were differentiated to the extent that they were in the later Vedic period — 
although in the very early hymns we learn of the distinction between the 
kshatriya nobility and the people. 

In Held’s opinion®® the sabha was originally a secret society or “club” 
that belonged exclusively to the kshatriyas. These were the initiates who 
were admitted to the sacred meeting ground, the place of the ceremonial. 
In the Mahabharata the sabha represented the ritual world, and it was here 
that the potlatch and initiation took ])lacc. Held considered the two ritual 
activities to be the consummations of the social and religious life of the 
tribe, associated, respectively, with the Kauravas and the Pandavas.® The 

o Vide Chapter 8, part 1, below. This relating of the two complementary func- 
tions to the two peoples would seem to be stretching the point. The Pandavas spon- 



54 The Decline of Tribal Culture 

J 

sabha may also refer to the building in which the kshatriya initiates met. 
It was the scene of the dice game that figures so significantly in the epic. 
Gambling was far more than a game of chance. The dice were thought to 
deliver the divine verdict. ‘‘Indeed, we may . . . say that for the human 
mind the ideas of happiness, luck and fate seem to lie very close to the 
realm of the sacred,” Huizinga remarks.®^ 

It is conceivable that the sabha once performed the function of the 
confraternity. But the sabha and the vidatha are not the only inner socie- 
ties that may have figured in the shaping of power into authority. There 
was also the pari shad, an organization as obscure as the vidatha. The 
term parisada is used in the Rigveda^^ to mean companions or associates. 
The early parishad was linked to Shiva and his son Skanda — ^a suggestion 
that it was not originally an Aryan institution.^ It was at first a tribal 
military assembly, probably not of major political significance. Later its 
patron appears to have been Agni, and the parishad took on a definite 
religious cast. The Baudhayana Dharmasutra^^ holds that those without 
mantra and vrata (sacred guidance and oath) “cannot shine in the pari- 
shad.” According to the grammarian Panini, members had to have high 
qualifications to he eligible for what was by the age of the Upanishads a 
small and exclusive body exercising social, political, and academic func- 
tions. The parishad had become an academic body and a council of the 
king.'^ Eventually, in its final stages of development, the organization 
came to be dominated by the priests — ^almost to the exclusion of repre- 
sentatives of other social classes. 

It is impossible to say whether the parishad, or perhaps some other 
institution, introduced a new ty])e of power structure into Aryan^ society. 
We can only postulate that something of this sort happened, and that non- 
Aryan elements must have contributed to the “enchantment” of authority. 
The original diffusion of power in the Aryan cattle-raising tribes was ade- 
quate to the needs of a simple nomadic life. The insecurities of such a life 
and the social problems confronted by the early tribe were not so complex 
that they could not be handled by the tribal chieftains and elders. Changing 
conditions, and particularly the widespread development of settled peasant 
life, modified the social cohesion that had been a major source of strength 
in the former community. The older forms of social integration were no 


sored some elaborate feasts and conspicuous displays of wealth, and certainly two 
warring groups cannot be considered phratrics in the strict sense. What Held evi*^ 
dcntly has in mind is the idea that the Kauravas excelled at the potlatch and were 
victorious in feast and gaming rivalries, whereas the Pandavas, under the aegis of 
Krishna, the divine initiate, were invincible in battle. 

P Another such suggestion is the fact that there is no horse in the catalogue of 
totems. 

9 “A passage from a later Brahmana suggests that the parisad was a royal as- 
sembly, in which members evinced anxiety for securing victory over their opponent 
in debate. In the reference one party declares : *1 am a supporter of the king and 
you are a supporter of the kingless state,* which implies that it was not without tough 
fight that the champions of the kingless state gave way to those of monarchy. Perhaps 
it indicates the process by which fhe king was gaining his foothold in the earl^ parisad 
with the help of his supporters.” (Sharma [389], p. 95.) For a lengthier discussion 
of the parishad, vide Sharma [389], chap. 7. , 
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longer appropriate to the social purposes of the tribe. The great battle in 
the Mahabharata may represent the struggle among clan leaders for su- 
premacy, a struggle that more typically was expressed in less destructive 
competitions. The great ceremonies later associated with the king’s in- 
vestment with authority probably re-enact these contests. 

We might surmise tliat in this contention for power the need for a 
basis of legitimation beyond the traditional kshatradharma, as well as the 
need to canalize competition in the interest of social order and harmony, 
made the sacrifice itself an instrument in the struggle for authority, 
.-/^uthority was symbolized by the individual who represented the tribe 
at the ritual, for the sacrifice was the ultimate source of tribal strength. 
The measure of heroic stature may have been the wealth a man could 
bring to the sacrifice— a variation of the primitive potlatch. 

Another possibility is that as these tribes settled into a less nomadic 
life and social arrangements became more intricate, inner societies along 
the lines of the confraternity developed as a basis for allocating positions 
of responsibility in the society. Such groups may have developed first 
among those whose task it was to prej)are the sacrifice — and from this 
‘ “professional” organization the conce])ts and mystique we associate with 
Rrahnianism emerged. If such was the case, we might conjecture that the 
confraternity represented influences from outside Aryan society, or even 
that it included magicians and ])riests from the non-Aryan peoples. 

Rut it is more likely that the tribal ])ricsts who antedated the brahmans 
and who were not always distinguished from the kshatriya warriors'* de- 
veloped some such secret organizatian as a preparation for sacrificial 
])urity or as a means of directing community wealth into the sacrifice. Or 
the kshatriya nobility itself, with the occult assistance of the priests, may 
have developed the device of the confraternity to safeguard its traditional 
prerqgatives against the challenge of commercial wealth and non- Aryan 
culture. It .should be clear that tlie confraternity limits social mobility as 
well as provides a new basis of power and status. 

In tlie competition among the kshatriya lords themselves, we would 
expect the jiower of the priests to be augmented — ^as individual members 
of the nobility sought to advance or ensure their claims by enlisting the 
aid of the gods. The recurring statement in the brahmanic literature that 
the king is dependent on the brahman and owes his power to the priest 
may have a very real basis in fact. 

Then, too, in the context of the total society, the Aryan community 
it.self may be seen as a cor. 'raternity based on initiation. In the first birth 
man enters society, but if also born into the Aryan clan, he is qualified for 
a second birth, this time into the magical society dominated by the brah- 
man. With the advent of the hereditary monarchy and the varna social 
structure with the priest at its pinnacle, status is again based on birth; 

^ The specialization of roles, like the development of free exchange relalion.ships, 
is a feature of the structural elaboration of society. One is usually impressed by the 
absence of definite judicial orgjinization in the early clan — as true for ancient Israel 
as for India. The same person frequently discharged political, religious, and judicial 
duties. 
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the ascriptivc society is re-established. The irony of this interlude is that 
the basis of the sacred hierarchical structure was initially an instrument 
for surmounting the limitations of a system in which power was diffused 
throughout the tribal nobility. In later history the two types of control 
system continue to coexist within the hierarchically ordered bureaucratic 
state devised by the Mauryas and in the hierarchic structure of dharmic 
duty on the one hand, and, on the other, within the individual castes and 
in the villages, where power remained far more diffuse. 

We reiterate that the model of the confraternity is only an attempt to 
suggest how the change in the structure of power might possibly have 
come about — as well as to explain seeming contradictions in the Vedic 
literature as to the different sources of the king’s authority. We are, in 
the last analysis, always forced to make what we can of such frail hints 
as that in the Brihadaranyaka U panishad, which tells of a young brahman 
going to the parishad of the Pahchalas, being cross-examined by a kshat- 
riya noble, and discovering that there arc mysteries that have not been 
revealed to the brahmans.* 

We shall next consider the brahman’s role in the sacrifice. This key 
position in the life of the community is the root of brahman power. 

The most characteristic clement of the sacred is its dangerous and 
proscribing j^roperty. Intermediaries are needed to make possible com- 
munication between the realms of the sacred and the profane, since the 
forces unleashed in the contact between the two spheres arc so powerful 
that they might otherwise destroy each other. When we speak of the 
sacrifice we arc speaking of these intermediaries —the sacrificial offering 
(the food and the gift) and the officiating priest. The sacrifice confers a 
sacred (]uality on the offering, which does not necessarily have this quality 
originally. The sacrificial presentation may represent a spirit in need of 
liberation — not simply a totemic animal.^® The animal sacrificed may 
represent a repository of society’s sins, impurities, and insufficiencies.* 

Like the sacrificial gift, the brahman stands between god and sacri- 
ficcr — functioning as a kind of lightning rod to protect the patron of the 
sacrifice from the potency of the sacred, and protecting the latter from an 
equally disastrous overdose of the profane. Without the priest, the sacri- 
fiant would risk destruction — ^like the unfortunate who put out his hand 
to steady the ark of the covenant. The brahman must have found it to his 
advantage to emphasize the difficulties and dangers inherent in establish- 
ing a liaison between the two worlds. For by appearing to possess a special 
nature that immunized him against the deleterious effects of mana, he was 
able to establish himself in a strategic position in society. This special 

« Vide p. 64, note 

* The sacrifice of the cow persisted throughout the better part of the Vedic period. 
We find no attack on the practice until tlie Atharvaveda, a work which reveals many 
non-Aryan influences. The origins of the cult of cow worship are obscure. Although 
the cow was of foremost significance in the Indo-Iranian goddess cult, it is not de- 
picted as a totemic animal in the remains of the Harappa civilization — ^in which the 
bull was regarded as sacred. The cow appears not to have been exalted until the 
emergence of the agricultural economy. " 
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nature distinguished him from the other members of the tribal community, 
and it may have been that he was actually imported from outside Aryan 
society — as some scholars have suggested. 

The brahman’s unique ability is itself an extension of the supernatural 
potency ; except in extraordinary circumstances, he did not need special 
consecration, for he was already nearly divine. Or perhaps it would be 
more accurate to say that he possessed the requisite purity to “])ass from 
the world of men into the world of the gods.”*^ Those res])onsible for the 
administration of the sacrifice must be pure: for the impure and the pro- 
. fane the approach of tlie divinity is terrible." The holiness of the brahman 
was such that indeed, as Paul Masson-Oursel remarks, “there is no danger 
that I the gods of HrahmanismJ will accept the rites and then refuse to 
hear the prayer; they can be guided by mechanical practice of the cult. 
They arc subservient, if not to mci. in general, at least to the consecrated 
technicians, the Brahmans, and men cannot by any means be said to be at 
their mercy. 

"Phe power to manipulate the gods must have seemed to be superior 
to the gods themselves. It is reasonable to assume that this magical skill 
would influence the very conception of the gods. And it is not surprising 
to find that where Brahman appears in the later Vedic literattire as a 
mysterious and impersonal force it is not appreciably dilTerent from the 
mana of simi)ler religions." The brahmans had in fact projected their own 
potency into the s])here of the gods. Prajapati ultimately emerges as a 
principle higher than the gods them.selves. Among the gods, \^aruna, the 
magician and protector of the cosmic oMer, best lends himself to this more 
generalized concept of the supernatural — and Varuna begins to a])pcar as 
a stern, omniscient deity, whose iiLsistence on purity extended beyond ritual 
propriety into the ethical .sphere. 

Some students of Indian religion have held that the monistic principle 
usually associated with the Upanishads had long been dominant in Brah- 
manism. Zimmer contends that “lirahmanical thinking was centered, from 
the beginning, around the paradox of the .simultaneous antagonism-yct- 
identity of the manifest forces and forms of the phenomenal world, the goal 
being to know and actually to control the hidden power behind, within, 
and precedent to all things, as their hidden sources.”^® The gods symbol- 
ized the dynamic processes of the phenomenal world, but beyond and 
. above them — representing the dialectical synthesis — was the very princi- 
ple of Creation. The increasing abstractness and aloofness of such con- 
ceptions as Prajapati may even be seen as portraying the cosmic mimesis 
of the brahman’s own isolation from the world around him. For the more 
man is imbued with the religious, the more he becomes enmeshed in in- 
terdictions that segregate him from society. 

Prajapati originally sacrificed himself to produce the world. At every 

" Cf. Exodu.s XIX, lOff. ; Numbers XI, 18ff. 

« Olclcnbcrg ([309], pp. 35ff.) considered niana a .supernatural potency as opposed 
to the ritual formula (Brahman). Only later did Brahman come to approximate the 
Melanesian concept of mana, and thentonly in a limited sense ; for mana has definite 
animistic connotations. Butef. Soderblom [399]. 
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sacrifice the priest is Prajapati : “the sacrificer is the god Prajapati at his 
own sacrifice.”** Prajapati returned from death to life. This second birth, 
the sacrificial initiation, is the true birth. The second birth was a birth 
out of the ascriptive Aryan clan. Hence it is no less than a new principle 
of legitimation. Also associated with the brahman were the gods who 
assisted in the sacrifice. Agni, like the priest himself, was an intermediary 
between the profane and the sacred. He was the messenger of the gods, 
carrying to them and sharing with them the offerings he consumed as the 
sacrificial fire.*® Agni was believed to have been born of rita, and for this 
reason he was closely related to Vanina, the awesome guardian of order — 
a function Agni actually seems to assume when he seeks to return to rita.*® 

Agni is the eater of food,^ whereas soma symbolizes the food itself.*^ 
Soma is the repository of all the nourishing and fertilizing principles of 
nature. At the same time it is the food of the gods and the intoxicating 
drink of man, symbol of the immortality of the one and of the fleeting life 
of the other.*® Put soma, the narcotic drink, brought exhilaration and at 
least the momentary sense of immortality. It united the imbiber with the 
gods : “we have become immortal, we have entered into the light, we have 
known the gods.”*® Here are the first vague hints of a concern for sal- 
vation. In time soma, the instrument, became confused with the divine 
life itself. And Soma became king of the brahmans. 

When in late Vedic ceremonies such as the devasnhavimsi it is an- 
nounced that the king is the ruler of the people, but that Soma is the king 
of the brahmans, we might as readily assume that the brahmans were not 
actually members of the tribe as conclude that the brahmans arc simply 
exempting themselves from the controls that govern the rest of the com- 
munity. The language of the ritual is of interest : “This man, () ye people, 
is your king, Soma is the king of us Brahmanas ! He thereby causes every- 
thing here to be food for it [ the king] ; the Brahmana alone he excepts ; 
therefore the Brahmana is not to be fed upon, for he has Soma for his 
king.”®® Thr food metaphor is frequently employed to describe the ruler’s 
relationshi]^ to his subjects ; for example, the king eats the vaishyas.® In 
the commentary on the Buddhist Digha Nikaya,^^ the rajd-hlioggam is 
defined as the domain or “meal” acquired by the king. We know too that 
in ancient Assyria the word “gift” was used to designate the regular taxes 
long after these payments had become compulsory. T.,ikewise in India the 
word bali at first referred to a voluntary contribution or gift, and later 

*‘In his divine personification, Agni rises into cosmic significance as a pervading 
energy sustaining the world, but he never loses his physical and sacrificial character/* 
(James [198], p. 275.) In ancient Persia the sacred fire of the sacrifice was restored 
in Mazdean rite after the death of Zarathustra, and survives in the fire temples of the 
Parsis, a group who emigrated to India more than a thousand years ago and settled 
in the area around Bombay. The deity associated with the fire retained a strong moral 
quality that the Aryan Agni never achieved. 

^ **It seems, then, that the chief is the living s^mthesis of all the energies, all the 
capacities, and all the rights which are latent and diffuse in the group. To prove that 
the king really absorbs everything— religion, force, property — in himself, the Baganda 
[an African tribal group], to take but one example, represent him after his accession 
as 'eating the country.’ (Moret and Davy [280], p. 113n.) 
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came to mean the tax. Originally the chieftain or tribal leader received 
offerings from liis people in return for his sacrificial efforts in behalf of 
the group — as well as to feed the fires. The man who sponsored the sacri- 
fice devoured not for himself but for the sacrifice. When the brahman came 
to be the necessary intermediary in the performance of the ceremony, it 
would follow that the leader or king could not “eat” the priests. 

At first the sacrifice involved simply the attempt to influence the actions 
of the gods by giving gifts. But in time, as the ritual grew more elaborate 
and fraught with danger if not properly performed, the sacrifiant (perhaps 
even before the priest) began to acquire special power or supernatural 
ability by virtue of his contact with the sacred, indirect though it might be.*' 
It was in his interest to make the most of such a claim, since it would 
remove him from the competition for power. (The next step would natu- 
rally be the insistence on the hereditary nature of such power.) The leader 
or king, although he exercises divine power, is not yet divine. The posi- 
tion of the brahman as minister ])lenipotentiary between the mundane and 
the divine is the most imi)ortant factor in delaying this development. But 
the practical advantages of this “mana” were many. For now the offerings 
brought to the king could be viewed as payment for the exercise of tlic 
mysterious power on which the economic and political good fortune of the 
tribe depended. Or it could he ?irgued that mana depended on such gifts. 
The crux of the matter is that their voluntary character was diminishing. 
The gift had become the tribute and the lax. 

Returning now to the concept of a fundamental cosmic principle that 
is “earlier than the gods” (an idea thait becomes important in Indian cos- 
mology in the late Vedic epoch with the ascendancy of the brahmans), we 
must note that this monism of Brahmanism provides a symbolic reorgani- 
zation of the world. While relating the temporal and spiritual powers, 
the principle in fact exalted the authority of the priest. This development 
in the ancient myth reflects the growing integrative needs of Aryan society ; 
it is comparable in a sense to the David berith (covenant) of ancient Israel, 
which provided for the effective regulation of social life when the nomadic 
phase of Hebrew civilization was over and which legitimized the struc- 
ture of power — as distinguished from the Aryan sacrifice and the Sinai 
(Mosaic) berith, which establi.shcd the original bond between the tribal 
collectivity and the sacred. 

We have earlier referred to the Rigveda (X, 90) hymn of the cosmic 
man, from whose various ]iarts have come sun and moon, Indra and Agni 
(fire), wind and air, .sky .uid earth. In the Atharvavcdiv'^ the sky is in- 
terpreted as the head of Brahma, the sun and moon his eyes, and so forth. 
Similar constructions may he found in the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad 

V Cf. II. E. Barnes and Howard Becker, Social Thought from Lore to Science 
(Washington, D.C., 1952), p. 23: “The concept of mana as a mysterious power akin 
to a potent fluid or quality that can be poured into the designated person or object, 
together with its implication of negative power or taboo, has influenced prelitcrate 
social thought in many ways, but particularly in notions of leadership, kingship, and 
so forth.” The possession of such characteristics as endurance, agility, or strength 
attests to the leader’s mana. 
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(I, 2), the Taittiriya Upanishad (I, 7), and the Aitareya Upanishad (I). 
At death the aspects of man return to the elements : “Let thine eye go 
to the sun, thy breath to the wind.”®® This segmenting process is carried 
much further in the Chandogya U panishad:'^ Brahma, we are told, was 
divided into sixteen parts: east, west, south, north; earth, atmosphere, 
sky, ocean ; fire, sun, moon, lightning ; breath, eye, ear, mind. In an earlier 
verse®® Brahma is described in terms of his four quarters (speech, breath, 
eye, car), which correspond with the gods Agni, Vayu, and Aditya, and 
“the quarters of heaven.” There are a number of correspondences between 
cosmological phenomena and human anatomy, between the macrocosm 
and the microcosm as it were. 

This same conception is found in the lirihadaranyaka Upanishad 
where, according to the sage Yajhavalkya, after all the parts — voice, 
l)realh. eye, mind, hearing, body, hairs, blood, semen, the soul itself — 
have gone into fire, wind, sun, and so forth, all that remains is karma. 
“ ‘This is not for us two fto speak of | in public.’ The two went away and 
deliberated. What they said was karma (action). What they praised was 
karma. Verily, one becomes good by good action, bad by bad action.”®® 
The attempt to achieve control by disci])lining mind and body is related 
to the general identification of the cosmic elements with the faculties and 
organs of the body. Zimmer remarks that in the later Vedic age “an ex- 
traordinary period of speculative research opctied, in which the secret 
identity of the faculties and forces of the human body with specific powers 
of the outer world was exhaustively studied, from every possible angle, as 
a basis for a total reinterpretation of human nature.”®^ 

The consequence of the imagery of the cosmic person was to gubvert 
the power of the older deities quietly, l)ut effectively, and to pave the way 
for a more abstract and moral characterization of the universe. In the 
Kena Upanishad we find that Tndra, Vayu,® and Agni have learned that 
their power is dependent on Brahma and that this very knowledge has 
given them a superiority over the other deities.®** Perhaps it would be 
better to say that the gods themselves were becoming symbolizations of 
the more profound forces at work in the cosmos, useful devices for probing 
the complexities of metaphysics. 

But before this development could take place the social constellation 
of the tribal organization (which was reflected in the pantheon) had to 
undergo certain changes, which were to prove to be the first phases of 
new and radical patterns of integration. Most important of course was 
the consolidation of power, which in the tribal polity had been broadly 

®Wikandcr believes that in very early Aryan India the authority of Indra was 
shared with Vayu, the wind. We cannot here go into Wikandcr’s arguments {vide 
Chapter 8 below), but it is of interest that in the Aitareya Brahmana (VIII, 28) and 
in the Kausitaki Upanishad the wind is represented as the highest divinity : “All 
these divinities, verily, having entered into the wind, perish not when they die in the 
wind ; therefrom indeed they come forth again.” The following verse of the Kaushi- 
taki proclaims that man’s powers are revertible into breath ; the wind-breath analogy 
is obviously important here. The emphasis on the breath as superior among the bodily 
functions, on the breathing spirit, a motif of the Upanishads, introduces us to the 
world of Yoga. 
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distributed among the kslialriya nobility. This focusing of authority in 
the king and the high priest made power appear more abstract. The pre- 
rogative of the secular or spiritual leader tends to expand beyond tradi- 
tional boundaries. The limitations on mana depend ultimately on the luck 
and ingenuity of its possessor. (The excesses of arbitrariness were to a 
considerable extetit avoided by the division of this potency between the 
representatives of two groups that were conceived as complementary — a 
phenomenon that many Indian scholars are fond of evaluating as a type 
of constitutionalism.) 

The cosmic order, depersonalized now and absorbing into itself all but 
the final conseciuences of man’s actions, was experiencing a transforma- 
tion that would reduce the universal rita to a rule of jxirticular law based 
on social role. 71ie new emphasis on Prajapati, the world-creating prin- 
ciple that appears also as the personification of the life-force, redirected 
attention from theogony to cosmogony and has .some of the effect of the 
Greek concept of moira in that it tends to divide the pantheon according 
to a higher principle. Unlike moira, iVaja]xiti created the world order 
by an act of will. It is a moral order incorporating justice and propriety. 
It is worth remarking that the early philosophers of Greece viewed nature 
as a moral order : nature eml)odies a truth. This idea is fundamental to 
all Greek si)eculation. 

The brahmans, in focusing their religion less on the old Vedic gods 
and increasingly on more abstract ])rinciples, accomiJish what Cornford 
describes Anaximander as achieving in his elimination of the Olympians 
from his scheme of things. The effect is that “he restores the more ancient 
reign of Moira. The primary order is still said to be ‘according to what 
is ordained’; it is still a moral order in which Justice prevails; but the 
will of the personal (lod has disappeared, and its place is partly taken by 
a natural cause, the eleriial motion.’’-’^ The “cause” is perhaps not so 
natural for the brahmans, but the consecpience of the transition from the 
god-influencing Vedic sacrifice to the new religions is similar. There are 
occasional indications in the U])anishads that a new “scientific” outlook 
is about to emerge. But we look in vain for an equivalent of that ])hilo- 
sophical critici.sm which originated in Ionian Asia Minor."® I'he clash 
between the aiicieiU religion of Greece and the new learning of such as 
Anaximander, Democritus, and Anaxagoras, which was to provide the 
philoso])hical impetus for Western thought, had no real counterpart in 
India. As Zimmer i)uts it ; 

The sun could not be both a divine, anthropomorphic being named 

Helios and a glowing sphere of incandescent matter ; one had to settle 

for one view or the other. When a philosopher’s focus, on the other 

The statement in the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad (V, 5.1) to the effect that in 
the beginning the world was water recalls Thales* opinion that the “world-stuff” is 
water, (yide also V, 1 : Brahma is ether ; as with Anaximenes the basic element is 
air.) But more characteristic is the thesis that originally there was only “non-being** 
—although some verses (cf. Chandogya Upanishad VI, 2.1) question the logic of 
creating Being from Non-being, or — ^the ultimate in abstraction — ^as in Rigveda X, 
129. If. : “There was then neither beiijg nor non-being.’* 
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hand (as was the case in India), is on a mystery the counterpart of 
which in the established theology is but a metaphysical, anonymous 
conception, well above and beyond the anthropomorphized powers, 
and revered simply as the indescribable fountainhead of the cosmos 
(an ens entis with which the polytheistic, more concrete, popular ritual 
cannot be directly concerned), then there can be neither an occasion 
nor a possibility for any outright theological-philosophical collision.®" 


BEYOND THE EGO 

What consequences can we expect such changes to have for the indi- . 
vidual ? In very general terms we can say that where the old tribal pat- 
terns are modified by contact with foreign culture, by new modes of pro- 
duction, by warfare, and the like, man loses the security provided by the 
prescribed relationships that once dominated his life, and he experiences, 
in the deeper recesses of his psyche, a need to find a basis of meaning that 
transcends the flux and uncertainty that seem to characterize his world. 
In this turning to a level of meaning beyond the norms and symbolic 
actions that once provided the rationale for conduct, the ritual (with its 
close ideological connection to the tribe) lost much of its older cultural 
significance. The ancient cosmological symbolization was threatened by 
the new and individualistic salvation religions. Among the possibilities 
open to the individual, if the universe can no longer be seen as governed 
by a deity (or deities) who intervenes directly in human affairs, is to 
establish a ground of being by which he is linked to the “world soul’* and 
through mystic insight acquires ki*iOwledge of the true meaning of life. 
Custom and taboo, rite and social duty, then become unnecessary and even 
inappropriate to his final purposes. 

This is not to suggest an inevitable withdrawal into the mystical gnosis. 
Ritual itself takes on new meanings. Where a culture is made self-con- 
scious and defensive by the -proximity of different values and institutions, 
it will often seek to protect itself by basing legitimation of norms govern- 
ing conduct on the possession of inherent qualities that are considered of 
symbolic importance. Knowledge of the sources of sacred tradition begins 
to take the place of achievement in what is, in effect, a regression to the 
ascriptive organization of society. Cultural differences have, for all prac- 
tical purposes, created several communities.*’*’ “Aryan” acquires an in- 

Parsons’ description of the universalistic-ascription type of social system can- 
not be entirely appropriate to a society that eventually became so rigidly stratified, 
one that came to rest in the limbo between universalistic-ascription and particular- 
istic-ascription (depending on the level from which it is viewed). Of the latter type, 
which gains in importance as caste organization absorbs more of the regulative func- 
tions, Parsons comments ([316], p. 198) : “Some integration beyond the local com- 
munity both in power and in cultural terms is nearly inevitable. Such larger inte- 
grative and ecological structures tend, therefore, to be acceiitcd as part of the given 
situation of life, and to have positive functions when order is threatened, but other- 
wise to be taken for granted. There is not the same incentive to use such structures 
as the political in order actively to organize a system, they are there hrst as given 
facts, second as insurance against instability.” From the perspective of the individual 
member of such a society (by the late Brahmanic peric^}, caste shared the political 
function with the state and must have seemed far more important. 
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creasingly exclusionist significance and comes to represent an ideal. It 
now becomes the duty of those in positions of authority to make sure that 
all the members of society either live up to that ideal (or a particular 
version of it), or, in the case of the non-Aryans, fulfill functions that, by 
their nature, would defile the members of the twice-born community. Thus 
the culture seeks to remove its institutions from foreign influences and 
preserve what is distinctive to it. And that which is considered distinctive 
becomes the basis of authority. 

The salvation religions, caste, and the state (the subjects we shall deal 
^with in the chapters that follow) are all answers to what might be termed 
“the tribal trauma.” It is difficult to disentangle cause and effect in the 
great social and cultural alterations and transformations of the eighth to 
sixth centuries b.c. As was earlier remarked, it is a case of interacting 
forces, of developments that feed on and fertilize one another. That which 
is effect becomes cause. The tribal collective consciousness*’® was lost as the 
old unity was challenged by new political and economic developments. New 
religious forms and practices might be seen as attempts to find a substitute 
for this lost reservoir of psychic strength. Caste ideology is related to the 
decline in the primitive and formerly dominant belief that the group has 
absolute supremacy over the individual. The tribe was confronted with a 
world too complex to be regulated by simple kinship relationships. 

As a settled agricultural economy replaced the older, more nomadic 
life, religion reflects the greater concern for fertility and weather. Cyclical 
seasonal changes and their effect on vegetation reinforce the conception 
of periodic re-creation. This alteration of the symbolic system not only 
served the jnirposes of economic and social control, but also answered the 
popular need for the emotional experience of religion. The sacrifice had 
once .served this ])urpose, as well as ritually renewing the bond of union 
that cemented the. tribal community.**** T-ater, when new political forms 
replaced the tribe, and caste ideology had matured, the orgiastic cults of 
the old popular religion were introduced into Brahmanism to sii|)plement 
its integrative power and broaden its base. 

We vrould expect that with the breakup of community solidarity, the 
older, essentially impersonal “group soul” would be transformed into a 
concept of an individual soul or self that survived the body in which it was 
enclo.sed. Cornford believes that the hero (like the king, who is the em- 
bodiment of the collective power and luck of the community) is a transi- 
tional phenomenon, “a bridge from the daemon of a group to the individual 
soul.”®^ The soul appeals first as the social authority residing in the 
person of the king or hero or paterfamilias, a power that exi.sted before 
and will continue to exist in his successor. This power is immortal be- 
cause it is in fact a superindividual phenomenon. It is the collective con- 

Durkheim’s term to describe the beliefs and sentiments common to the members 
of the same society. Vide his Division of Labor in Society (New York, 1933), p. 46. 

mysterious action of magical power only works within the field of a 
certain group of things, which arc ‘akin.' Our suggestion is that the notions of mana, 
wakonda, etc., were at first representations of the bond of ‘kinship’ uniting a social 
groui) — ^a supposed vehicle of sympathetic interaction.” (Cornford [72], p. 86.) 
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sciousness personified — ^and, as such, becomes confused with the person- 
ality of the leader. At one time it was probably true that only such charis- 
matic figures possessed “souls.” If we are to believe the Chandogya 
Upanishad,^^ the doctrine of metempsychosis was originally unknown to 
the brahmans, but had long been the possession of the ruling class, the 
kshatriyas. We might hypothesize that as rulers the kshatriyas were the 
embodiment of the tribal “spirit.” In this sense they possessed what the 
brahmans, of ambiguous pedigree, could not have — ^a soul that transcended 
the life of the body. It remained for the brahmans to appropriate for them- 
selves such a soul, the essence of community status. This they accom-. 
plished by encouraging developments that would culminate in a new 
principle of legitimation. 

In time, and certainly by the century of the liuddha and Mahavira, 
there had developed a sense of separation and even isolation from the 
common life. This sense of estrangement is reflected in man’s view of the 
self as a battlefield of “higher” and “lower” elements — the body-soul 
dualism that is the basis of the psychological structure of guilt. I'hc self 
(or soul) had become one of many similar souls, no longer simply a part 
of the conscience collective. Borrowing from a parallel development in 
ancient Greece, we might say that the communal cult had surrendered to 
the individual soul of Orphism. The tribal religion, which on the highest 
ideological level found expression in the sacrifice, had given way to new 
salvation religions and disciplines of ego-modification. Communion and 
reunion were replaced by experiences reflecting the new “freedom” of the 
individual. For most this was an unwanted freedom, and it was no doubt 
felt as a frightening loneliness. 

What anthropologists have called the “shame culture” is a charac- 
teristic of that stage in the evolution of a civilization when the individual 
experiences with emotional intensity the collective consciousness of the 
group to which he belongs. ' T^ter, with the development of the sense of 
a distinction between the self and the social environment, guilt and ques- 
tions of morality make their appearance. The individual begins to sense 
the constraining aspect of soci^ relationships. 

Indian speculation, at this time of tribal disintegration, tended toward 
a preoccupation with man’s isolation and vulnerability — conditions which, 
it was often maintained, were the product of his own incorrigibility. Per- 
haps it is only a short step from such a sentiment to a need for purification 

V, 3 (cf. Brihadaranyaka Upanishad VI, 2) ; “Svetaketu Aruneya attended an 
assembly of the Pahcalas. The Pravahana Jaibali said to him: * Young man, has 
your father instructed you ?' Tie has indeed, sir.' ‘Do you know unto what creatures 
go forth hence?* ‘No, sir.* ‘Do you know how they return again?’ ‘No, sir.* . . . 
Distressed, he then went to his father’s place. Then he said to him : ‘Verily, indeed, 
without having instructed me, you, sir, said : “I have instructed you.” Five questions 
a fellow of the princely class (rCtjanyabandhu) has asked me. I was not able to explain 
even one of them.* Then [the father] said : ‘As you have told them to me here, I do 
not know even one of them. If 1 had known them, how would 1 not have told them 
to you?* Then [the father] went 'to the king's place. [The king promised the brah- 
man any wish ; before imparting the desired knowledge, he remarked :] ‘This knowl- 
edge has never yet come to Brahmans before you ; and therefore in all the worlds has 
the rule belonged to the Kshatriya only.’ ” 
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•by the rigorous pursuit of duty or devotion. There is, as we have seen, no 
sharp break between the older cosmological and the new soteriological 
theory. There is no very distinct dividing line between the Brahmanas 
and the Upanishads. It is more that the concept of correspondence loses 
its relevance as the individual seeks absorption in the objective principle 
that rules creation. Some treatises, such as the Brihadaranyaka, that are 
placed among the Upanishads might as easily be included with the Brah- 
manas, and likewise there arc Brahmanas that could as properly be num- 
bered among the Upanishads. But in the Upanishads, the infinite bliss of 
the superphenomcnal Brahman (Prajapati) is contrasted with the world 
<5f imperfection — the home of frustration and distress. It is not so much 
a pessimistic theory as a disenchantment. In both the sacrifice and Upani- 
shadic metaphysics the goal is the uniting of man and god. The difference 
between the two is that the latter (like the salvation religions) dispenses 
with the intermediary. 

Regardless of the apparent chaos and impermanence of the world, there 
is, behind all diversity and change, a constant factor. We have earlier 
remarked on the cyclical theory of life as “food,” an elemental substance 
which, although it changes its outward shape (in the forms of living 
organisms), is constant. The cycle of nature is viewed, as it was in Plato’s 
Phaedo, as a balancing and repaying process. As such it assumes a moral 
character. But such a conception is not particularly congenial to the 
aspiring and idealist mentality. Imperishable matter would eventually be 
replaced by loftier concepts in the philosophic movements — a more opti- 
mistic theory than that which held th^t man was only matter to feed an 
impersonal dialectical process. Kven in the oldest Upanishads we discover 
that the soul pervades all things : that there is but one soul. “Whoever 
worships another divinity |than his self], thinking ‘He is one and I 
another,' he knows not.’’'*- To know this dtman is to unlock the mystery 
of the universe. Thus is the individual released from samsara, the cycle of 
transmigration.^^ 

The ancient Aryan ])rincii)le of performance, the assertion of the self 
over the environment, with its concomitant ideology of mastery and power, 
succumbs to the priiici])lc of learning. Instead of ego as modifier of the 
external situation, ego seeks its own modification. Knowledge is no longer 
so concerned with the expedient relation of means and ends ; it has become 
the basis of the transformation of the self. The aim of life is awareness 
of the unity of being that underlies all difference and change. Achievement 
is replaced as an ideal by “attunement.” The intermediate stage in this 
development is karma-marga, the way of ritual action, which includes 
both the sacrifice and the performance of caste duty. And when the order 
of the world is thought to be ensured through the taboo of caste, there is 
no longer the need for the great rejiu enating and ordering act of the com- 
munity sacrifice. The dharma-restoring avatar, reincarnation of the god, 
comes to take the place of the communal rite. It is he who acts. 

ff In the Upanishads the theory that the soul is reborn in another body after death 
is not a subject for despair, although cf, Chandogya Upanishad V, 10.7. 
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Blit in the mystical gnosis the components of the sacrifice are reduced 
to one ; it is the role of the priest, rather than the sacrifice, which has be- 
come irrelevant. The heterodox religions, such as Buddhism, in eliminat- 
ing the intervening element in the sacred-secular encounter, announced 
the ijossibility that all men might acquire the magical Brahman that h?d 
previously belonged only to the priestly class. And now this mystique 
liad become of more than instrumental value. It is salvation itself. If the 
Buddha sought to offer men directly to the sacred power, it was because 
death in the sacred was man’s highest goal. The sacrifice had reached its 
fullest expression in this offering up of the body in order to free the ego, 
which becomes one with Brahman. In this sacrifice the body itself is the 
offering. 

It is worth noting that Zoroaster’s campaign against the haoma (soma) 
and the animal sacrifice involved the idea that he, Zoroaster, brought his 
own body and thought as a sacrificial offering.®* In the Maitri Upanishad 
(VI, 10), the ascetic is described as a performer of the sacrifice to the Soul 
(Atman). In sacrificial terms man becomes both food and the feeder. 
When unity with the universal Being has been achieved, man attains 
perfect bliss. According to a marvelous Upanishadic verse,®^ he who knows 
this unity, “on de])arting from this world, proceeding on to that self which 
consists of food, proceeding on to that self which consists of breath, pro- 
ceeding on to that self which consists of mind, proceeding on to that self 
which consists of understanding, proceeding on to that self which consists 
of bliss, goes up and down these worlds, eating what he desires, assuming 
what form he desires. He sits singing this chant : 

Oh, wonderful ! Oh, wonderful ! Oh, wonderful ! 

I am food ! I am food ! I am food ! 

I am a food-eater ! I am a food-eater ! I am a food-eater ! 

I am a fame-maker \sloka-krt ] ! I am a fame-maker! I am a fame- 
maker ! 

I am the first-born of the world-order [rta ] , 

Earlier than the gods, in the navel of immortality ! 

Who gives me away, he indeed has aided me ! 

I, who am food, eat the eater of food ! 

I have overcome the whole world 1”^^ 

To compensate for the lost community of his fellows, the mystic seeks 
to tie himself to all nature — to extend society to include all that exists. The 
individual atman seeks to merge itself with that which infuses all, with 
Brahman, the universal — to create a new “community” of the universe 
itself. The altenqit to identify the essence of the individual with the great 
impersonal princijile of the universe is the attempt to restore the older 
submersion of man in a power that engulfs him so completely that his 

rff This rapture of union with the infinite distinguishes Upanishadic philosophy 
from ego-restructuring Buddhism.* In the verses from the Maitri Upanishad just 
cited, we read : “Thus the Manifest is food, and the Unmanifest is food. The enjoyer 
thereof is without qualities. [But] from the fact of his enjoying it is evident that he 
possesses consciousness.*' 
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capacity to sense its compulsion is extinguished. It is the external power 
that resided in the tribe and clan and that demanded absolute obedience of 
its members. However, the alienation that resulted from the erosion of 
the older political and social institutions made possible new perceptions of 
the self and the external world. Nature took on a different significance 
for man. No sooner had nature appeared as phenomena independent of 
the purposes and meaning of man than it was denied as illusion. No sooner 
had the self appeared as an independent agency than the search for the 
release from the prison of personality began. 

The contrast between Olympian morality and mystical morality sug- 
gested by Cornford provides a clue to the cognate development from 
Vedisni and Brahmanism to the new religions.'^-’ Basically the distinction 
is between the static and the geometrical : on one hand everything is seen 
possessing its own area of activity, limited by boundaries not to be trans- 
gressed, and on the other, there is the path of righteousness, a right way 
of doing and living. The moira that dominates tlie first became linked to 
individual experience and to disci])line, which leads ultimately to salvation. 
This combination of the old and the new would seem to be basic not only 
to the new salvation religions but also to the awesome scheme of purifica- 
tion and stratification that dominated Indian life. 

It is often said that ritualistic magic yielded to philosophy in the age 
of the Upanishads. It is probably closer to the truth to say that this magic, 
karma-marga, increasingly took the form of caste obligation in the elab- 
orate system of correspondences linking the human with the cosmic.** 
The sacrifice had been supplemented /is a control mechanism by esoteric 
knowledge of an abstract philosophical nature (as distinguished from 
brahman technical “skill”), and by proper ])erformance of caste duty. In 
orthodox theory, qualification for this knowdedge came to depend on the 
fulfillment of class obligation. And this metaphysical knowledge had al- 
ready been elevated above practical ethics in the U])anishads. Love and 
affection are important in that they rc])resent the individual self reaching 
out for the all-embracing Soul that is the true reality.**® This dc])reciation 
of moral distinctions undoubtedly also helped to prepare the way for an 
order of rigid social differentiation." 

In the caste and transmigration theories that emerge at this time life 
itself becomes an initiation, a rite de passage to a higher phase of existence 
to which the soul passes if man fulfills the duties of the prescribed roles he 
is called upon to play. Just as dharma blends nature and justice, so caste 
relates the nature of man U. a place in the social order eommensurate with 
justice. The simple jierformancc of the duties involved in one's own 
dharma endows one with a kind of magical potency. But man’s sense of 

The belief that the righteous (or sinful) behavior of the king infects the whole 
universe (the king is "the maker of his age”) is as much a holdover of the old magical 
correspondence as it is the idea that rajadharma is the support of the whole dharmic 
.system— in that the king possesses the sanction of danda. 

Sometimes knowledge as well as deeds is thought to influence social station in 
the next existence. Vide Kaushitaki Upanishad I, 2. 
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power is never allowed to become stronger than his sense of his fate or 
responsibility. 

Every profession and craft has its own tutelary divinity who incor- 
porates the special skills of the occupation. 

Each of these, representing the principle and sum total of a certain 
highly specialized department of knowledge and skill, is a jealous and 
exclusive god and master. The human creature called by birth to the 
deity's service is to dedicate all of his powers and devotion to worship ; 
the slightest failure can entail disaster. . . . From the very first breath 
of life, the individual’s energies are mastered, trained into channels, and 
co-ordinated to the general work of the superindividual who is the holy 
society itself.®^ 

In understanding caste it is important to try to sec the different groupings 
as sources of strength and security for their individual members and, in 
terms of the satisfactions they provided, as not dissimilar to the older 
tribal collectivities they had come to replace. We too often think in modern 
terms of the individual versus the group — terms which are not appropriate 
to the time we are studying. Although caste restrictions tended to break 
the community apart along functional lines, there remained the need for 
the individual to lose himself in the common life through ritualistic union 
with the “daemon” of the profession or locality in which he lived. The 
popular religions that contributed so much to the character of Hinduism 
are important in social analysis in that they preserved the communal ele- 
ment of religious experience and often served as a basis of communication 
above caste division. i 

As long as the tribe remained the dominant form of social life, the 
negative and limiting side of the conscience collective (and the taboo of 
mana) could keep the individual in his proper place within the social 
system. When this ancient “nemesis,” or fate, combined with the emergent 
sense of individual impotence and guilt, which had sharpened man's need 
for an explanation of his human condition, it lost its collective implications. 
Linked with the new concept of the individual soul, it began to take on the 
qualities we identify with karma. In the earlier ideology, a man shared 
responsibility for the actions of his kinsmen. (This hereditary pollution 
seems to have been associated with Vanina, who punished the individual 
for the sins of his fathers as well as for his own transgressions.) 

The fact that the brahman was able to substitute new types of social 
integration for the older tribal variety, perpetuating quasi-individualistic 
doctrine, may explain factors that are almost unique to the Indian situation. 
We have not answered the question why social divisions should have at- 
tained the rigidities that made India the model par excellence of a caste 
society. Wc turn now to this problem and the attempts that have been 
made to deal with it. 

a There always was an element of guilt in the sacrifice — ^which was, among other 
things, an attempt to '*buy ofF’ the anger of the gods. This feeling was evidently espe- 
cially acute in the case of Varuna, the purest of the gods, who hated sin and whose 
eye missed no transgression. Vide Chapter 9 below. 
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SOCIETY RESTRUCTURED 

“Democracy,” writes Dr. Radhakrishnan, “is so interpreted as to 
.justify not only the very legitimate aspiration to bring about a more equi- 
table distribution of wealth, but also the increasing tendency for a levelling 
down of all talent. . . . [But] within the framework of democracy we 
shall have an aristocracy of direction. It is not true that all men arc born 
equal in every way, and everyone is equally fit to govern the country or 
till the ground. The functional diversities of workers cannot be sup- 
pressed.”^ Certainly the recognition of distinctions is not inconsistent 
with democratic theory, particularly if these distinctions are understood 
as essential to the attainment of the common good. And all societies, re- 
gardless of commitment, must instill in the appropriate persons the will- 
ingness to fill certain positions and to perform the functions associated 
with them. In the modem world, licpwever, the functional classification 
of mankind is defensible only if each individual is granted the opportunity 
to choose tlie life that can assist him in realizing the potential of his per- 
sonality. 

Although stratification is universal and essential to organized social 
activity, societies may vary greatly in degree of social mobility, in cohesive- 
ness among members of a particular group, in value assigned to different 
gradations, and so forth.^ To those reared in the liberal tradition, caste 
would seem to strike at the very basis of individuality. Caste did, in fact, 
produce a kind of pluralism and diversity— characteristics that we have 
learned to associate with the social structure of a liberal state. But in India 
such pluralism could not encourage individuality because of the complete 
identification of the person with his social role.® 

The very word caste brings to mind the traditional social structure 
of India, but it is at least arguable whether caste accurately describes 
the sociological coiifiguralion of ancient India. Class restrictions had not 
completely hardened even in Gupta times. The Mahabharata often dif- 
ferentiates between the poor and the wealthy within the same caste, and 
Hopkins remarks of the society described in the epic that the social dif- 
ference between the prosperous farmer and the poorer member of the 
same caste was far greater than that between the latter and the wealthy 

o When wc speak of pluralism today we assume the possibility of plural group 
affiliations for each individual — not sifiply the existence of multiple associations. 


/ / 
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man's slave in all but religious privileges.*^ The Sanskrit word varna, 
often translated as caste, is more properly understood as color or “class.** 
Ancient Indian sources only rarely refer to jati, a concept that more 
closely approximates caste as we use the term.^ In this chapter we shall 
be concerned with the four traditional classes or status groups of society, 
and although the word caste will be used, it must be remembered that the 
rigidities implicit in the term are more characteristic of a comparatively 
late period, when castes developed within the ancient varnas.® 

The distinction between social function and religious values is always 
obscure. Salvation could not be achieved until social obligations had been 
met in this life and in the earlier existences of the soul. But if we are to 
comprehend the triumph of caste in the ordering of social life, we must 
understand that purity, rather than righteousness or mystical knowledge, 
had become the way to salvation. In the seventh and sixth centuries b.c. 
social changes threatened the traditional allotment of functions, and it 
became imperative that the system be provided with a definitive rationale. 
In the doctrine of the Brahmanical texts social life is organized to facilitate 
the fulfillment of spiritual ends. This theory was preoccupied w’ith duty 
rather than with the rights of the individual.^ There is no suggestion of 
an equality of rights among men, except for the right to the performance of 
those social roles upon which spiritual liberation depended. Questions of 
right were absorbed into the theology of salvation instead of remaining 
as security against the intrusions of society. Each social unit had its 
characteristic function ; obligations were essentially those of the caste to 
which a man belonged and the stage of the life cycle in which he found 
himself (varna-asrama-dharma) . 

Whereas democratic theory has rested on confidence in the condition- 
ing power of environment and education, in India the concept of karma, 
the belief that character is stamped by the deeds of the earlier lives of the 
soul, could only discourage hopes for social melioration by alteration of 
the social and natural environment. The individual was predestined to a 
social station, and only by the diligent performance of ritual duty — largely 
the obligations of caste — could he hope for an eventual improvement in 
status, rebirth into a higher stratum of society. For the orthodox there 
was nothing accidental about birth into a particular class. There was no 
logical basis for social protest. Here was as convincing an answer to Job 
as has been devised. Caste was maintained by the promise of a future 
release from the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth — ^and negatively by 
those agencies empowered to enforce the performance of duty.® A man 
need not wait until the next life for punishment. 

^ Jati is a broad and inclusive term and can refer to a variety of types of common 
descent ; it was more localized than the varna. In the complete tabulation undertaken 
by the Indian Census in 1901 there existed 2,378 major jatis, and these were in turn 
divided into subcastes of their own. There are sectarian castes, occupational castes 
(including those formed by change of occupation), tribal (or racial) castes, and those 
composed of the offspring of mixed marriages. 

c It should be remarked that there is not even complete agreement that caste de- 
veloped out of the four varnas. 
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Although the emphasis of IHiidu psychology is on the inheritance of 
the consequences of past thoughts and actions, environment is important 
in that man must not he hindered in the fulfillment of his obligations. 
Each caste must live in a maimer consistent with its function. This func- 
tion is the reflection of man’s nature, and only as his nature is modified 
should his social role change. Conduct was considered to he determined 
by three aspects of consciousness : thought, action, and desire. In each of 
the three twice-born” castes (whose members were born again through 
initiation into Aryan society and investment with the sacred thread) one 
of these qualities was dominant. The brahman represented the contem- 
’plative attribute, the kshatriya was distinguished by his energy, and the 
vaishya was thought to be inherently impulsive. These three attributes 
can be related to the trivarga, the trinity of dharma, artha, and kama — the 
branches of Indian philosoj^ihy which relate, respectively, to man’s need 
for spiritual, material, and sexual satisfactions.'* 

The dharmic ideal was expressed not only in this arrangement of social 
life, but also in the four phases of life which, like the four varnas, were 
intended to promote the realization of the trivarga. These life stages 
(ashranias) included the early years of prei)aration and discipline, fol- 
lowed by the period of married life and householding. The brahmaedrin 
and grhastha stages of student and householder represented obligations 
that must be met before one could enter the ascetic stages of vdnaprastha 
and sannyCisin, the withdrawal from the demands and distractions of social 
life for further preparation and service, and liberation through self-knowl- 
edge. In the first stages of his life mantis dependent on society, but, as he 
comes to realize his true ends, he escapes this dependence. The brahman 
was expected to experience all four of the ashramas. The kshatriyas were 
to fulfill the demands of only the first three, and the vaishyas those of the 
first tyvo.® 

Reflecting difTcrences in ability and temperament, such a varna- 
ashrama structure might be expected to promote efliciency in the pursuit 
of occupational goals. This justification of class hierarchy is occasionally 
reiterated by present-day scholars® who consider character the determin- 
ing factor in explanations of caste orgcinization. This analysis is, how- 
ever, more Aristotelian than Indian. There may have been an element of 
truth in the argument if only the initial stages of caste dcveloi)ment arc 
considered, but it is ritual and its relation to class purity that is the real 
basis of stratification. Scattered throughout the ancient texts are indica- 

^ Often the three are joined by a fourth aim of life, moksha (moksa), liberation 
or deliverance, which i.s actually more a fulfillment of the others, particularly of 
dharma. 

eThe ideal of brahmacharya is expressed as early as the Atharvaveda (XI. 5). 
Regarding the life stages, cf. Manu VI, 87ff. and Gautama Dharmasutra III and IV. 
Vide pp. 5-51 of the Biihler edition of the Apastamha Dharmasutra for an elaborate 
discussion of studentship and the technicalities of Vedic study (c.g., “In the case of 
an eclipse of the sun or of the moon, of an earthquake, of a whirlwind, of the fall of 
a meteor, or of a fire [in the village] . . . the recitation of all the sacred sciences 
must be interrupted from that hour until the same hour next day.” I, 3.30). Mot- 
wani*s Manu [2^] provides a general introduction to the varna-ashrama theory, but 
the author becomes at times almost spellbound by its symmetry. 
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tions that the effective realization of a man s swadharma depends on tlie 
development of those qualities that characterize the varna to which he 
belongs. These passages are sufiicient to challenge the hypothesis that 
character or talent remained the theoretical basis of caste. 

According to the traditional theory, one social group is to be concerned 
with the life of the spirit and the advancement of culture, another with the 
protection and administration of society, a third and fourth with the pro- 
duction of economic goods and services. The contribution of each group 
was important to the well-being of the whole. Such a structure, based on 
a priesthood, a military and governing class, a third estate, and peasant, 
class, has not been uncommon in the world's history. But in India the 
classification of functions had religious and social ramifications that went 
far beyond anything known in the West. 

When tradition and law sup])ort the rigid and continuing separation 
of social classes we may speak of a caste society. The French sociologist 
Bougie considers hierarchy, hereditary specialization, and “repulsion" 
primary elements in any definition of caste.^ A society possesses a caste 
system if it is divided into many specialized groups wliich are graded in 
status and mutually opposed, and which do not tolerate mixture of blood 
or change in vocation. A Hindu caste docs not necessarily embrace all 
those who pursue the activity from which it derives its name, and different 
occupations may be included in a caste. But there are only a limited num- 
ber of pursuits that will not defile the individual and bring loss of caste. 
In determining a person’s caste the most important facts to be considered 
are where and what he eats, and whom he has married. There arc excep- 
tions, but usually those who may eat together arc also permitted to inter- 
marry. Impurity is not the result of personal association alone, but it may 
be the consequence of contact with certain objects. Caste provides one of 
the rare instances of several grouj)s living in close proximity with one 
another and vet having littlfe direct j)hysical contact. 

In India class regulations remained relatively fluid until permanent 
settlement was established. Among anthropologists and Indologists there 
is no agreement on the role of the Aryan immigration in the development 
of caste. Some have argued that the caste system antedates the arrival of 
the Aryans. Hutton and Oldham, for example, entertain the possibility 
of a type of caste system existing in a matrilineal society in the soutli 
before Brahmanism penetrated the area. Several of the more widely held 
or persuasive theories that attempt to explain the origin of caste will be 
presented in the following pages. 

Megasthenes, a Greek at the Mauryan court (late fourth century b.c.), 
provides the first account of caste that we have. He lists seven castes, 
which may be rearranged to resemble the classical four, and mentions 
restrictions on marriage and on changes in profession.^ The disparity 

f We know that Herodotus described seven social classes in the Egypt of his time. 
This may have induced Megasthenes to find the same number. 
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between the traditional four orders of Indian society and the seven-class 
system described by Megasthencs is the difference between the traditional 
culture of the Aryans and the increasingly abstract bureaucratic pattern 
of political life sponsored by the Mauryans. Megasthencs distinguishes 
the fighting men from the bureaucrats, whom he further classifies as 
superintendents and policy makers.^ The Manusmriti delineates the 
four basic varnas but suggests a great number of subcastes to which are 
assigned the offspring of unions that cross class lines.® The relatively late 
Shukranitisara sees the actual number of castes as unlimited.® 

There is a general consensus among modern scholars that the brah- 
mans were the first class to become a caste. The exaltation of the priestly 
function appears to have been the consecjucnce of a long struggle with the 
ruling nobility, l^y the later Vedic (Brahmanic) period the brahmans and 
those who shared authority with them, the kshatriyas, were defined ac- 
cording to social role, but the rest of society remained heterogeneous. 
Status, in this earliest stage of caste development, must certainly have been 
the major factor in stratification, althougb brahman ideology insists on 
the close relation of station and social contribution. By the time of the 
* dharmastitra texts, the ])osition of the two lower castes had deteriorated 
considerably, and the vaishyas and shudras had become almost indistin- 
guisliable. It is very possible that even in this later period these social 
divisions were status groups rather than economic classes or castes in 
any strict sense.^® 

At one time caste was commonly inter])rcted as the deliberate device 
of the priesthood to divide and control tlic people. But the popular accept- 
ance of so complex and penetrating a social organization would certainly 
presu])pose the previous existence of many of its features. Caste was not 
the result of brahman design alone, but the combination of a variety of 
factors rarely, if ever, found in combination elsewhere. 

Although tlie Vedas do not directly indicate that caste existed in more 
than embryonic form, by the end of the Vedic period the iiivStitution had 
become stereotyped, and it was fairly i^revalent by the time of the Buddha. 
The Puriishasukta is a late hymn, not representative of the Rigveda, and 
^t is only in this hymn that the word shudra appears. It heralds the dis- 
tinction between Aryan and Shudra found in the Brahmanas, a distinction 
earlier drawn betw'een the Arya and Dasa. Although the Aryans thought 
of themselves as culturally different from the indigenous population, it 
■ docs not follow that they thought of themselves as culturally superior. 
We are unjustified in reading modern racial consciousness into this dis- 
tinction.” The civilization the Tndo-Iuiropeans found on their arrival 
may indeed have been much more highly developed than that which the 
Aryans themselves ])ossessed. One widely accepted explanation of the 
evolution of the caste system bases the division of function on organiza- 
tional requirements that emerged in the Drang nach Osten of the Aryans. 
Conquest demanded further centralization of power ; lesser tribal rulers 

9 Indeed, certain administrative occupations did begin to rigidify into castes at 
this time— such as the kayasthas (the clerks and scribes). 



74 The Decline of Tribal Culture 

I 

were forced to substitute military position for direct political authority 
and other classes to exchange economic services for military protection. 

In the initial phases of caste development the struggle for authority 
between the kshatriva nobility and the brahmans provided the fundamental 
antagonism. The Shantiparva (the twelfth book of the Mahabharata) tells 
us that once the people suffered greatly from the dissensions of the two 
groups. The brahmans had as yet no monopoly on priestly functions. But 
in time, as the liturgy became more and more complicated (perhaps to 
discourage those not of brahman birth from attempting to master the 
gnosis and ritual) and the memorizing of intricate formulae and tech- 
niques, which were communicated only by word of mouth, absorbed the 
better part of a man’s life, the brahmans were able to secure control of the 
sacrifice. This function was then proclaimed as the most important of all 
Iniman callings. It was not long before even the gods were declared to be 
subject to the power of incantation. When the ruling class — ^those pos- 
sessing political and military power — ultimately acquiesced in this inter- 
pretation of things, brahman ascendancy and the status hierarchy were 
established. However, it was still possible in the late Vedic period for a 
family to experience an upward or downward change in caste position 
in the space of several generations.*- 

Western students of Indian social structure have generally neglected 
the importance of taboo and mana, of primitive belief and later Brahmani- 
cal and Hindu religious conceptions, in their hypotheses on caste and its 
development. Many Indian writers, on the other hand, give too much 
weight to philosophical principles twhich are more apt to be justifications 
than explanations and which, in any case, are appropriate only for certain 
stages of caste history. 

Hutton observes that there are remote areas in India where there has 
never been contact with the outer world, where the religions associated 
with India have never penetrated, and where caste, as we know it, docs 
not exist.*® Yet in such areas as that of the Naga tribes of Manipur there 
are villages existing as independent administrative units with specialized 
economic functions. One will produce pottery but has no smiths, and in 
another a different trade will be localized. When a village people is forced 
to migrate to another settlement, its traditional occupations are often 
prohibited. The craft is considered taboo and its practice is thought to 
affect adversely the productivity of the land.^ But the general taboos on 
marriage among different peoples or on commensality — which arc central 
characteristics of caste — do not exist. There is, however, a belief in the 
magical effect of food, and certain foods are peculiar to certain clan cere- 
monials. Hutton believes that when peoples practicing different economic 
pursuits live close to one another, the consequences of suspect crafts and 
occupations are rendered less harmful by the forbidding of close personal 
relationships. The different vocation is tolerated, but another taboo re- 

^ Hutton [189] suggests that this might be taken as an offense to the ancestral 
spirits— or that the imported mana would counteract that on which the host village 
was dependent. 
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places the prohibition of the craft. Contact with the strangers and their 
food is dangerous. In the process of its preparation, food may be infected 
by the mana of the cook. 

Hutton asserts that all this is not meant to suggest that the Aryan 
immigrants did not play an important role in the development of caste. 
“On the contrary, it is urged emphatically that the Indian caste system is 
the natural result of the interaction of a number of geographical, social, 
political, religious and economic factors not elsewhere found in conjunc- 
tion.”^* And certainly the Indo-Europeans had their own ideas of magic. 
More important was the hierarchy of class they brought with them and 
imposed on a society already rent by prohibitions.* 

Held’s thesis, which if explored in detail would take us far afield, is 
that Indian social evolution may be explained it we posit a patrilineal 
relationship intersected by a latent mairilineal system. Each person be- 
fonged to two clans and was allowed to marry within the patrilineal clan 
of the mother, but forbidden to marry within the matrilineal clan of the 
mother. Held conjectures that status superiority may have been based 
on the exchange of women : the clan to which women are given would 
be higher than that which serves as supply. The latter clan is, in turn, 
superior to the clan that furnishes its wives — ^and, eventually, we reach 
the point in the series of exchanges where the first clan (superior to the 
.second) is the supi)lier of another clan, and thus of inferior status.^® The 
question of the transition to caste endogamy remains, but Held claims 
that this status differentiation is the root of a tendency in the direction 
of endogamy. The cooperation that qjice characterized the relationship 
begins to diminish and take on new forms. In the circulalive marriage 
system, the point may he reached where one clan refuses to continue the 
tradition of giving women to another, though it still accepts women from 
lower dans. 

Held speculates that the exogamoiis matrilineal elements were trans- 
formed into exclusive patrilineal groupings, taking on a tribal character.^^ 
Racial differences were of minor importance, although cultural differences 
may have encouraged the tendency toward endogamy. The relationships 
that emerge in the circulating connubial system (each clan being “male” 
or “female” to another) provide Held with what he takes to be the analogy 
that inspired the ambiguity of the Indian classification system. Symbolism 
may be said to reflect the tribal subdivision into two phratries of contrast- 
ing function.'® The relationship cannot be simply described as one of 
conflict, for it represents a \iynamic interaction that can as often be seen 
as cooperation. The analogy of male and female comes to mind and, 
indeed, the relation is commonly conceived in these terms. The tribal 
phratries (or moieties) are as man and woman. 

Several theories of the origins of caste are based on pre-Aryan heredi- 
tary vocations — with an endogamous marriage pattern introduced to 
ensure that occupational secrets were kept within the group.'® Magic and 

* Although the structure resembled the social organization of the ancient Persians, 
we have no evidence tliat it was not a product of Gangetic expansion. 
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religion aided the development of exclusive occupational groupings, and 
the Aryan invasion buttressed these tendencies by introducing a racial 
factor. Nesfield insisted that occupation must be taken as the sole basis 
of caste.*® Its beginnings were quite independent of religion. Blunt*^ and 
Dahlmann follow this interpretation, the latter arguing that the three 
major orders — priest, noble, “bourgeois’' — could be found in every com- 
munity that had made any advance at all. From these he postulated that 
smaller groups based on occupational and kinship ties gradually formed, 
and, in turn, caste took shape — the corporation being the intermediate and 
essential stage.®® But Dahlmann’s explanation of caste as petrified gujld 
is inadequate, since, as Bougie points out, it cannot account for the heredi- 
tary transmission of occupation. 

Senart, in answering Nesfield and those emphasizing occupational 
specialization as the crucial factor in the emergence of caste, contended 
that they had ignored the obvious fact that men might practice the same 
occupation but belong to different castes. The truth that lies in the occu- 
pational theory is simply that there are professions which a member of a 
caste cannot practice without losing status. Hocart®® and most recent 
writers on the subject follow Senart in questioning the conclusion that a 
man was always predestined to an occupation by heredity because of the 
obvious association of caste with profession or trade. Eveti in that monu- 
ment of orthodoxy, the Manusmriti, we find that the brahman was per- 
mitted to find his livelihood in agriculture and trade if he could not support 
himself by his traditional vocation.®* Ancient Sanskrit literature provides 
examples of offices held by individuals not formally entitled to them. We 
know that on more than one occasion a low caste man ascended the throne 
— ^not always by forcing his way. The Rigveda speaks of men who bear 
the rank of king though not of the noble class.®® Men did cross caste 
and occupational barriers. Positions must be filled when families die out 
or when a person or a claSs becomes degraded. Groups themselves can 
rise in the prestige system. And there are de])artures from the rules of 
caste. 

Senart emphasizes the practices of family worship in the primitive 
community and considers commensality crucial in the elaboration of 
caste.*® And Held,®^ commenting on Russell’s statement that “in early 
times a sacrifice was the occasion for every important gathering or fes- 
tivity, as is shown both in Indian history and legend,”*® has argued that 
the food communion, which became central in the delineation of caste, 
must be traced to early attempts to give expression to the kinship soli- 
darity of the clan.^ The distribution of function and the hierarchical order- 
ing of castes, according to Held, has its prototype in the clan rather than 
in the tribe. But the crucial problem of clan exogamy persists — ^and it 
was the parallel of caste and tribal endogamy, more than any other single 
factor, that led Senart to the conclusion that the roots of caste were to be 
found in the tribe. Senart’s* hypothesis fails to account for the hierarchic 

i Vide Durkheim [105], p. 427, on the importance of reunions and assemblies in 
reaffirming collective sentiments. 
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. structure of the castes, but he at least avoids the problems raised by those 
who explain the origin of caste simply in terms of economic function or 
race. If racial feeling existed in early India, we still would want to know 
why it should have produced a caste structure when this has not neces- 
sarily been its consequence in other social contexts. 

The term for the orders into which society was broken is more literally 
translated as “color,” and a racial theory of caste origin has, for this reason, 
proved* irresistible to many scholars. This theory has been combined with 
the view that aristocracy was the consequence of military conquest. The 
connotations of the word varna seemed apparent enough and little at- 
tention was given to indications in the sacred texts that the significance 
of color might be symbolic. “Those who adduce the racial theory of caste,” 
argues Cox, “always assume that there were at first two castes, the Aryans 
and the Dravidians, coiupicrors and ronquered, white and black. Their 
fliscussion of the relationship between these two peoples is always de- 
ductive and inferential, based upon the type of race relations with which 
we arc now familiar among whites and peoples of color.”-® The Rigveda 
does not use the word varna in reference to the four orders of society ; 

■ it is applied rather to the Aryan people as a whole in order to differentiate 
them from tlie darker (in some sense) indigenous population. By the 
time of the Rrahmanas, the classes are described as varnas. Varna would 
appear to have retained both its distinguishing connotation and its ref- 
erence to color. The latter was evidently persistent enough to encourage 
the assignment of a color to each social class. If these colors are taken to 
refer to skin tone, then ancient India was indeed bizarre. 

It is as logical to suppose that the color of the original inhabitants 
accpiired significance for the Aryan invaders because of theological asso- 
ciations of black with the powers of darkness as it is to assume that their 
color marked them as inferior. Varna may very well connote gradations 
from light to dark in the sense of forces of light and darkness, distin- 
guishing those who represent deva (light god) from those who are the 
creatures of asura (dark god).®® Ilocart comments that “the connection 
of quarter, color, social division, sea.son and element is . . . not pecu- 
liarly brahmanic, or even Indian, nor is it purely academical. . . . Me- 
dieval Ferrara was divided into four wards and four suburbs, each with 
its colors and banners.”®^ 

The sacred texts are preoccupied with symbolic significance, and the 
• sacrifice can be understood only in these terms. I'-ach caste is associated 
with an appropriate compa^s direction: the west, the dimension of the 
shudras, was the syinl)ol of night and death.*' The Vishnu Dharmashastra 
states that those things acquired by the mode of livelihood of a caste are 

^ Kautalya (Arthashastra IT, 4, p. 58) describes the city : “On the eastern side, 
merchants trading in scents, garlands, grains and liquids, together with expert artisans 
and the people of Kshatriya caste shall have their habitations. . . . 1 o the south, the 
superintendents of the city, of commerce, of manufactories, and of the army as well 
as those who trade in cooked rice, liquor, and flesh, besides prostitutes, musicians, and 
the people of Vaishya caste shall live.” To the west are the shudras, and to the north 
the brahmans. 
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called, by members of the caste, “white."®* That which is acquired by a 
caste two or more degrees below their own is called “black." Color is not 
only symbolic, but relative. And the fact that Krishna, avatar of Vishnu, 
is usually depicted as blue in color, and Rama is also described as being of 
dark skin, indicates that white may not always have been the preferred 
color among the ancient Indians. Here and there in the literature, one 
discovers passages that suggest that color refers to the sacrificial offering : 
the vaishya, who gives rice, is bom “white." 

Ilocart presents the thesis, highly speculative but worth considering, 
tliat castes are groups to which different aspects and offices of the ritqal 
are assigned. The theory is based largely on recent evidence and rests 
primarily on observations which were made in Ceylon — ^but which, he 
believes, are appropriate for tlie mainland as well. He notes that in the 
Mahahharata the king is the major actor in the state sacrifice, and in thi^ 
he represents the god Indra. (The king, who, like the rising sun, domi- 
nates the darkness, is frequently compared with the “ruddy" Tndra. The 
red hue of the kshatriyas is perhaps the color of the gods they represent.) 
The ruler is di.stinguished from the priest in that he furnishes the offering 
but docs not officiate at the sacrifice. Patronage of the sacrifice appears 
in the earlier texts to be the primary function of the king. This may of 
course be merely from the vantage point of the brahman authors of the 
literature. In the sacrifice, the king, in the role of Indra, restages the 
struggles between the gods and the demons (or giants) in which Indra 
by rite and magic vanquishes the powers of darkness. The royal functions, 
as described in the Vedas, may bo no more than the roles of the sacrifice. 

Contact with decay and disease and anything associated with death 
would threaten the capacity of the twice-born to perform the ceremonials 
(which were ceremonials of life), and so there must be those who, not 
being created with the gods, can accomplish the necessary but defiling 
tasks of society. Hocart suggests, and the point is persuasive, that “crafts 
and rites are not strictly distinguishable, and the Sanskrit word karma — 
'deed,' ‘work* — expresses both. The craftsman is actually the man who 
has the ear of the deity presiding over some particular activity. Heredity 
is an important, though not the only, qualification for this relation to the 
deity."** Rank in the three higher castes was dependent not only on birth, 
but on initiation: man is born anew from the sacrifice.*^ Descent and 
sacrifice are the bases of caste, the former a qualification not always suf- 
ficient — a son of a princely house, for instance, was not always elevated 
to the rank of noble. In the Brahmanical literature there are passages 
indicating that initiation may have been considerably more important than 
birth in determining caste.** Human birth is as nothing when compared 
with the sacrifice — ^which is “the other self” of the gods. Upon taking the 
vow, the sacrificer “becomes, as it were, non-human."*® At the moment 
of the sacrificial act, the initiate is consumed by the daemon of the initiatory 
rite, and is reborn from this Spirit : “That which is my body is in thee ; 
and that which is thy body is in me."®^ 

It seems to be true that in many instances, as tribes were assimilated 
into the caste system, status in the trib^ qualified its possessor for similar 
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rank in the caste. Tribal priests may even have become brahmans. Work- 
ers at certain crafts were incorporated into the appropriate caste strata. 
The names of some of the so-called mixed castes suggest that they were 
actually tribal groups. Each of these grou])s was assigned a particular 
task, and was thus absorbed into the system. Whether or not such ab- 
sorption was extensively practiced, it may at least be seen as a refutation 
of theories of caste origin that stress the importance of racial purity. We 
might expect that affiliation with the Aryan community by peoples outside 
the system was very often stimulated by the desire of their ruling groups 
for religious legitimation. In return for the right to conduct the sacrifice 
"(which strengthened their own authority), the Aryan priests invented 
pedigrees for the tribal leaders.***® For most of the members of the tribe or 
clan such integration meant taking on the burdens and degradation of an 
impure caste, with the right to certain work opportunities as perhaps the 
only advantage obtained in return. This minimum of economic security 
plus the often appreciable autonomy allowed these tribal peoples in their 
religious and social life may not have seemed a bad bargain. 

“Guest peoples,” as Weber terms those expropriated from their own 
lands and reduced to economic dependence on their conquerors, existed 
throughout the Aryan settlements.***® These people lived on the fringes of 
the villages and commonly possessed their own jurisdictional organiza- 
tions. They had pariah status when the occupations assigned them pre- 
cluded intermarriage and commensalism. And in every village there were 
guest workers in indispensable but ritually unsanctioned occupations who 
were considered so impure that their very presence infected those of more 
elevated position with whom they came* into contact. Their caste designa- 
tion was usually the old tribal name. 

Outsiders were usually accommodated by the Aryan system as mem- 
bers of an association. When there is little class mobility ethnic groups 
and class can coincide, as they did in aiicient India. The many castes with 
place names suggest that after amalgamation into larger social units dif- 
ferent peoples were allowed to retain considerable administrative control 
over their own affairs. This must also, in time, have contributed to the 
development of caste custom.^® The reception of tribes into castes and 
the dangers that migration ])Osed for ritual purity served to modify the 
older castes. Then, too, schisms occasionally resulted as different atti- 
tudes toward ritual duty developed within the caste ; there were unavoid- 
able variations in work methods and even departures from traditional 
occupations. Property disti’.ctions encouraged status distinctions, and 
forbidden cohabitation altered caste and led to the formation of subcastes. 
Ingalls has suggested that one explanation for the proliferation of castes 
in India might be the complete dependence on monsoon rains and the 
disastrous consequences that occur when large areas are deprived of the 
necessary rainfall.*^ Great regions may be desolated and their reclama- 
tion may depend on having entrepreneurs with sufficient capital to import 
tribesmen into the abandoned areas to rework the land. Soon there would 
be a profusion of different tribesmen and at length the reclaimed district 
is organized by caste strata. Kojjfimbi has suggested that Indian history 
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be looked upon as the steady fusion of tribal elements into a “general 
society/’** From such a point of view caste must be understood as an 
equilibrating institution of remarkable potency. 

THE STATIONS AND THEIR DUTIES 

The Brahmans, Brahman refers to a function — the propagation of 
learning — rather than to an individual in a particular category. The word 
originally meant prayer, devotion, or, in the later hymns, magical potency. 
It probably had its source in the root brih, to grow. In the Upanishads 
Brahman came to represent the eternal principle as it is realized in the 
universe, that which comprehends all. It is often combined with atman, 
the essence of the self, and the identification of the two is the central teach- 
ing of the later texts.* Those who were considered the personification of 
this principle or function — gods in human form, as they were sometimes 
called — possessed the right to study the scriptures, to perform the sacri- 
fice, to pursue the ascetic life, and to receive gifts. 

The exalted position of the brahman (brdhmana) is indirectly revealed 
in the statements of Vasishtha to the effect that the brahman alone is called 
upon to live in close accordance with the sacred law and discharge the 
debts incumbent on man. The other castes must live by the teachings of 
the brahman. A Hindu caste may dispense with the brahman as priest 
and even, as seems to have happened on rare occasions, may reject his 
judgment on matters of liturgy. But the brahman was the referent 
whereby rank position was determined. Distinctions were based on rela- 
tive ritual purity. The two highest castes monopolized duties that re- 
quired ritual purity — such as the preparation of food and the perform- 
ance of sacrifice. 

There is no indication that membership in the brahman class was 
originally confined to offspring of brahmans. At first knowledge and con- 
duct, rather than birth, may have been the determining factors. A num- 
ber of passages in the texts record the conversion of kshatriyas and even 
vaishyas to brahman rank. At this time priests took wives from other 
social classes, although marriage with the non-Aryan was not approved. 
By the later Vedic period the brahmans and kshatriyas seem to have been 
with few exceptions endogamous. Infrequently brahmans took kshatriya 
females as wives. 

The responsibilities of high office are always stressed in Hindu thought, 
and rigorous discipline is demanded of those in influential and estimable 
positions.*” The brahman, as we have noted, was generally expected to 
fulfill the requirements of all four ashramas. And because the Indian value 
system emphasizes nonmaterial achievement, prestige and honor belong 
to the man who puts his ability in the service of goals higher than his 

* In some of the early literature Brahma (masculine) is represented as the primary 
deity, the Creator. On the concept Brahman Me Belvalkar and Ranade [27], pp. 34^ 
54; Chatter jee and Datta [60], pp. 4$-54; Hiriyanna [175], p. 21. 

“In order to be respected by the lower classes, the ideology of the ruling class 
must be practiced seriously by the upper classes themselves with a certain limit of 
obvious hardship.” (Kosambi [218], p. 127.) , 



81 


The Great JVall of India 

•own interests. Brahman authority was buttressed by ideals that have 
had a long history in the Occident as well as in the East. These values 
exalt the authority of teacher and sage, of those who keep the ancestral 
tradition and have overcome the dictates of the lower self. But though the 
extensive privileges and immunities of the brahman are justified on the 
basis of the demanding social role of the priest and its critical importance 
to the community, we find several of the law codifiers holding that the 
brahman had only to pursue Vcdic studies to be considered faithful to 
his obligation. 

. . Gautama declares that it is the duty of all varnas to serve their su- 
periors ; the brahman accordingly inherited the services of the lower orders 
of Aryan society. And, as a consequence of his scholarly abilities and 
his control of the sacrifice, he had preference in the award of many high 
offices. His lands were exempted from tax and were rarely, if ever, for- 
feited to the king. The rate of interest charged on loans to a brahman was 
a nominal sum. Certain services were to be provided for him without 
charge. In cases of malfeasance, punishment of the brahman took the 
mildest forms. No matter what the crime, he was seldom subject to cor- 
' poral punishment. I f, for religious purposes, he stole from the shudra or 
from vaishyas and kshatriyas who had been negligent in their ritual duties, 
this was not to be regarded as a crime, in the opinion of some commenta- 
tors. But attacks on the brahman’s own property were considered among 
the most heinous of sins, and any threat to his life was regarded as a 
menace to the very foundations of social order. Often, where villages were 
granted to brahmans, a semi-feudal relationship seems to have been estab- 
lished between the priests and their peasant tenants ; and though the brah- 
man lords could demand only the traditional taxes, they had the right to 
forced labor (at least from the later seventh century a.d.). 

These advantages of the priesthood may be an indication of the sig- 
nificance the community attached to the brahman function. There is less 
doubt that they attest to the imi>ortaiice the brahman authors and com- 
pilers assigned to their own social role and prerogatives. The advent of 
non-Brahmanical religions constituted a challenge to the traditional posi- 
tion and social privilege of the priests, but no great modification of their 
status resulted. They showed themselves capable of meeting that challenge 
and consolidating their control — without the support of an organized 
church. 

The Kshatriyas, The concept Kshatra, as used in the Veda, means rule 
or ruler. It does not refer to a unit in the class structure. But whereas 
Brahman retained its abstract form, Kshatra became a more specific 
concept. 

The kshatriyas (ksatriyas) were those who filled the governing and 
military roles in Aryan society." Kings who were not of kshatriya lineage 
appear to have sought legitimation by forging kshatriya descent or, in 

« Although the martial tradition was closely linked to the kshatriya class, and 
war was the kshatriya function par excellence, all groups of society participated in 
military operations. Sometimes the military role was distinguished from the political 
function and the knight referred to asVd;a»ya, the prince as rdjaputra. But these 
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post-Buddhist India, by exploiting the myth of divinity. Brahmans who 
became rulers were, in later times, occasionally known as brahmakshatris, 
although there arc instances in which no attempt was made to invent 
kshatriya status. Members of the lower castes who assumed the throne 
might, by ritual purification, gain status as kshatriyas. The very fact of 
governing was often enough to qualify the ruler as a kshatriya. The Afa- 
habharata tells us that when a hostile army threatens the security of the 
people, when the royal troops are defeated in battle, the leadership of any 
stroTig man — even vaishya or shudra — is legitimate. “He that is a shore 
in a shoreless place, he that is a boat in a boatless place, whether he be a 
slave or whatever he be, is worthy of honor. . . . He that protects the 
good and drives evil away should be made king.”*® This suggests the 
lack of a common kshatriya origin, which accounts in part for the fact 
that kshatriya consciousness never developed the communal feeling that 
we find in the brahmans. 

One can only speculate on the nature of the early relationship between 
brahman and kshatriya. That considerable tension should have developed 
between the two groups in the struggle for social supremacy seems almost 
a foregone conclusion. It is difficult to know how to evaluate such legends 
as the story of Parasurama W'ho, singlehandedly, either nullified the kshat- 
riya strength or wiped out the entire class of warriors. The great brahman 
beat the kshatriyas not with sacred rite and magical incantation, but on 
their own terms. The purpose of this brahman legend is clearly to show 
that wronging the priests would not go unavenged ; but why is the en- 
suing age of brahman supremacy depicted as one of great chaos in which 
the lower orders of society, once the power of the kshatriya had been 
destroyed, violated the dharniic order and threatened the security of the 
brahmans ?** The answer may be that this description is intended as an 
argument for the necessity of a ruling class that could take full responsi- 
bility for protecting and administering the realm, leaving the priest secure 
in the pursuit of his higher spiritual ends. It was the duty of the ruler to 
ensure certain minimum standards of well-being and to present the brah- 
man with gifts of land and money.*® 

The brahmanic authority was to be regarded as superior, although 
more properly the two authorities must be understood as complementary. 
The Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, so often taken as a statement of kshatriya 
supremacy, actually identifies Brahma(n) as the source of Kshatra.*® The 
king’s attack on the brahman is thus an attack on his own source. The 
brahman is placed below the kshatriya at the sacrifice, the latter repre- 
senting the “excellent form . . . such as Indra and Varuna” begotten 
by the original One, Brahman, out of itself.® Even after the creation of 


terms can be misleading. In the Vcdic period, for instance, rajan or rajanya included 
the whole nobility. 

^ Cf. Gautama Dharmasutra XI : *The king is master of all, with the exception 
of brahmans. . . . All, excepting brahmans, shall worship him who is seated on a 
higher seat [while they themselves sit on a] lower [one]. The [brahmans] shall also 
honor him.” 
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the four varnas the world does not prosper, and it is necessary to conceive 
yet another element — dharma, which is the true ruler of the world. And 
of course the interpretation of this sacred law is the province of the brah- 
mans. 

To illustrate the royal prerogative Hocart relates the Tamil story of 
a king who wished to reward the expertise of his barber (who had shaved 
the king without waking him).*^ When asked what boon he wished, the 
barber replied that he wanted to be made a brahman. The brahmans were 
ordered to accept him as one of themselves within a few days, on penalty 
of forfeiting their grants of land. The distraught priests appealed to the 
•court jester for help and he proceeded to so ridicule the idea of a barber’s 
becoming a brahman that the king withdrew his demand. In this and like 
incidents it was not the king’s prerogative but only the fitness of seeking 
a change in status and position that was called into question Apparently, 
in some instances, the South Indian King was able to award privileges 
of caste. 

Passages in the Vedic literature tliat seem to point to an elective 
monarchy*** must be taken to refer to popular acclamation of individuals 
who possessed (in Weber’s terms) personal or gentile charisma — or (to 
use riurkheini’s expression) who represented the collective consciousness. 
Charisma, in the ITindu social system, adheres to sib members and hence 
provides certain restraints on appointments to oflice.*'-^ This charisma 
had its source in dharmic authority, and when the nobility sought to 
mortify the brahmans by championing heterodox religious movements, 
which had been inspired by kshatriyas and which offered vehicles for the 
rcassertion of kshatriyan pre-eminened, it was only to discover that the 
salvation religions were not capable of sup])lying legitimation comparable 
to that which the older symbolization had provided. 

As the tribal organization became less appropriate to the new demands 
for social integration, the kshatriyas became more and more dependent 
on the brahman to vindicate the ruling authority. For dharma could no 
longer be interpreted simply in terms of kinship patterns. But the hetero- 
dox challenge to Brahmanism contributed to a general liberalizing of 
official appointments ; we know, for example, that a number of shudras 
were employed in the service of Magadha. And with the rise of the new 
salvation religions the brahman monopoly on the literature of ancient 
India is at last broken. It is now possible to turn to Buddhist or Jaina 
texts for the kshatriya side of the argument. 

Regardless of its acceptability to the brahmans, no government which 
did not provide protection (dandaniti) and secure order could claim to be 
legitimate. The responsibilities of government did not end with security : 
the king and his ministers must promote ethical discernment (trayJ) and 
the production of wealth (vartta). But these goals are not always com- 
patible. Security or opportunity for aggrandizement may dictate the sub- 
ordination of moral law to the interests of the state. This problem of ratio 

P Of relevance here is the ancient identification of the “good" with the “good for" 
(or fitness) that is most clearly seen in Greek thought. (Vide Arendt [8], p. 202.) 
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status is resolved by the intricate hierarchy of duties, the insulating charac- 
ter of caste, and the concept of swadharma. Although the texts suggest a 
great range of governmental functions, we find on closer inspection that 
these functions are not the exclusive province of the kshatriya class. 

The characteristic obligations of the kshatriyas are punishment and 
the conduct of hostilities. The world is such that order can be maintained 
only by the threat of violence against those who would use violence. Where 
the moral ambiguity of action would threaten the authority of others, the 
kshatriya is required to do whatever is necessary to preserve stability and 
sacred tradition.® 

The kshatriya function is most clearly expressed in the relationships’ 
of the state to other sovereign entities — relationships generally unclouded 
by normative considerations. But the political sphere also includes func- 
tional requirements of an integrative nature. The control of internal 
affairs was never the exclusive prerogative of the warrior nobility. Thes^ 
legal functions — the enforcement of norms (ensuring what might be cjillcd 
the system of expectations) and resolution of conflicting interests — in- 
volved the castes, corporations, and agencies specifically concerned with 
the interpretation and administration of the dharma. Here, of cour.se, the 
brahmans were of crucial importance. The ultimate executive authority 
rested with the kshatriyas, who wield the rod of danda. 

The “facilitating” function of welfare and planning was usually broadly 
shared with caste and local organizations ; the “educative” function, which 
the modern liberal state is reluctant to admit as a proper governmental 
responsibility (though it may serve as a justification for legal instilutions 
and processes), was a brahman prerogative — ^usurped, as we sliall see, by 
Ashoka in his efforts to construct the ethical state. 

The kshatriya ideal that dominated the centuries of the anabasis — 
personal honor and military valor — was tamed with the establishment of 
the territorial state. Protectioii and regulation became the major respon- 
sibilities of the governing nobility. The relative importance of aggressive 
warfare declined. Armed combat could no longer be undertaken casually 
as though it were a game ; the stakes were too high. The demand was now 
for specialists in the techniques of coordination and adaptation, and the 
influence of the minister began to challenge the traditional status of the 
knight. The needs of the settled community were bringing the brahman 
more directly into political activity ; he was often the person best qualified 
for the deliberative, advisory, and supervisory roles of the emergent state 
— duties that were not incongruent with the priestly swadharma. The 
growing importance of law as an instrument of social control and adjust- 
ment established the brahman as arbiter in the affairs of men, as well as 
intermediary between the human and the divine. 

The history of the rise of Magadha to a position of supremacy in the 
Ganges valley is also the account of the centralization of power in the 

Q The brahman rationale is similar to the argument of certain medieval papal 
theorists that the temporal sword existed to perform those necessary tasks that were 
beneath the dignity of the Church. 
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state. Agencies of the governing elite took unto themselves offices and 
powers that had formerly been reserved to the various corporations of 
society and to religious functionaries. These usurpations find their fullest 
expression in the regime of the Mauryan emperor Ashoka, when the 
vigor of countervailing institutions was at its nadir. By the last centuries 
of the pre-Christian era, the kshatriya function had become more than 
the defense of the community. The role had become political, in that 
secular authorities, with bureaucratic instrumentalities at their disposal, 
regarded themselves as charged with the mobilization of social resources 
(including public support) for the achievement of common purposes. This 
•increasing rationalization of political activity is reflected, for example, in 
the more utilitarian approach to the justification of punishment. Penalties 
can no longer he understood simply as vengeance wreaked by an offended 
conscience collective. Restitution begins to supplement retribution, and 
social policy comes to be based on consideration of the consequences for 
society of such official acts as punishment. 

The Vaishyas and the Shudras. Althougli the three twice-born castes 
were originally set off from the shudras, by the time of the law books the 
major distinction is between the ruling classes, on the one hand, and the 
vaishyas and shudras, on the other. The vaishya {vaisyd) class included 
the agriculturists, cattle-raisers, traders, and artisans — members of pro- 
fessions that soon evolved into distinct subdivisions. Farming and herd- 
ing were considered the representative work of the people.*® Vaishya and 
shudra {sudra) actually shared many occupations and were frequently 
grouped together in matters of inheritance, form of marriage, the proper 
greeting to be extended to them, and so^ forth. 11ie vaishya was regarded 
as a freeman, but he in fact pos.sessed little security for his personal rights. 
Tie was burdened with payments such as the hali contribution to the king 
(or nobles),'’ and with encroachments on his property. That the vaishya, 
responsible for the satisfaction of the economic needs of the community, 
was recognized as the foundation of the state and its prosperity is indi- 
cated by the occasional references to the king as “lord of the vaishyas.” 
This may be interpreted to mean sim])ly that the ruler was king of the 
people, but we know that when asceticism became a popular form of re- 
ligious expression the vaishya function and the grihastha ashrama ac- 
quired a prestige more in line with its true social significance. 

The shudra may be described as a serf without security of tenure.* 
In the time of the Brahmanas, when the position of the priestly class was 
unassailable and its ritual monopoly secure, the shudra was not permitted 
to practice austerities,^ or to recite or even listen to the Vedic hymns — 
let alone to perform sacrifices. His penalty for rej^ealing the Veda was 
to have his tongue cut out. He could not be present in the halls of sacri- 

OriRinally the ball was probably an offering to a god, and voluntary in nature. 
The Atharvaveda (III, 4.3) suggests that the Ijali was already a compulsory payment 
in later Vedic times. Vide p. 58 above. 

And, it seems safe to conclude, without the right of wergild compensation. 

^ It is asserted in the Ramayana that Kama killed a shudra for as much. 
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iicial ceremony and hence his marriage was no sacrament. The Pahcha- 
vinisha and Shatapatha Brahmana describe the shudra as the servant of 
the other classes, and Manu holds that he was created expressly for the 
service of the brahman.®' The shudra had no protection from the whim 
of the twice-born castes and no absolute claim to his property; for all 
practical purposes he was beyond the pale of justice. Nor had he even a 
claim to human dignity : he must content himself with the discarded food 
and clothing of others. The law books, or smritis, declare that he could 
never be released from the condition of servitude to others, for this was 
his natural state.®^ Indeed the shudra is like a child and unable to accept 
responsibilities. 

Rut it may at least be said that the Indian economy was never de- 
pendent on slavery as was classical Greece.® Slavery probably did not 
have the same connotation that it had in Greece, and the treatment of 
slaves was no doubt more humane than it was in most societies where 
slavery existed. The Yajnavalkyasmriti^^ holds that a man may be reduced 
to slavery only with his consent. Narada, though he does not go as far 
as Yajhavalkya, discusses ceremonies for emancipating slaves.®* The law 
books are not of one voice on the general subject of slavery, but they do 
suggest that by the time of the Guptas the institution was on the wane and 
the shudras gaining in rights. It is probably inaccurate to characterize 
the shudras, or even any significant portion of them, as slaves.® Their 
status in some instances may have been similar to that of the serf, in others 
it did not differ appreciably from that of the vaishya.’® It was generally in 
the state’s interest to prevent the expansion of slavery. Slavery would have 
aided the development of an economic system less congenial to state con- 
trol of commodity production. The Mauryan state, eyeing the extensive 
tax yield of the village settlements, encouraged a policy more conducive 
to the development of a peasant or serf population. 

Shudra revolt was rare, since their fragmentation into subcasles and 
the variety of shudra functions' and occupations tended to weaken class 
cohesion. In the smriti literature we note the beginnings of the distinction 
between “clean” and “unclean” shudras. The former might be allowed to 
requisition the services of the brahman^ — ^although of course Vedic formu- 
lae could not be employed and heilce the religious significance of the ritual 
was greatly curtailed. And there is the occasional grudging admission 

f*This fact impressed the Greek ambassador Megasthenes, who is quoted by 
Arrian (Indika, 10) as observing that “all the Indians are free and not one of them 
is a slave.” Evidently what Indians would have viewed as bondage did not seem to 
qualify as slavery in the eyes of the Greek. Megasthenes’ statement may indicate more 
about his attitude toward the institution of slavery in Greece than it tells us about 
actual conditions in India. 

» For references to slavery in the ancient texts, vide Rigveda VII, 19.36; VIII, 
56.3; X, 344; Aitareva Brahmana XXXIX, 8; Brihadaranyaka Upanishad IV, 4.23; 
Arthashastra III, 13ff. ; Mahabharata II, 52.45 and 65f. ; III, 272.11 ; V, 33.68; VII, 
S7.Sff.; VIII, 45.40; XIII, 45.18 and 23; Manu VII, 96; VIII, 412ff.; IX. 179; XI, 
59fF. ; Yajhavalkya II, 182il. ; III, 236. For a summary of positions taken in these 
treatises, vide Ghoshal, “Ancient Indian Slavery,” in [143]. 

^ Vide p. 19 above. Certainly by the seventh century a.d. the bulk of the shudras 
had become peasants. 
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that the shiidra had a potential capacity for virtuous living. It is a matter 
of time. We must also qualify the statement that the shudra was without 
political rights. There are exceptions, although the sacred texts have little 
to say on the subject. Some shudras held high court offices and would have 
to be described as retainers enjoying status not without honor. Certain 
shudra families probably had a hereditary right to the office of steward or 
royal charioteer. 

The Dharmasutras deny that unions of lower caste men with women 
of higher position can be considered marriages in the true sense. These 
hypogamous unions were unacceptable, the children resulting from them 
'being without benefit of the sacred law.* When brahman woman joined 
with shudra male, the progeny must be considered chandala, the most 
contemptiWe of men.*' Hypergamous marriage (the husband being of 
higher status) was considered less despicable and, in certain situations, 
seems not to have been (luestioned. Baudhayana considers the child of 
a kshatriya woman by a brahman to be a brahman and that of a vai.shya 
woman by a kshatriya to belong to the caste of his father. This is likely 
to have been the common practice in the earlier stages of caste develop- 
ment. Marriages of males with females of the caste immediately below 
were by no means unusual, nor was there generally a loss of status for 
the child. But as the social gulf betw^ecn the higher and the lower classes 
widened, sexual relations with a vaishya woman were discouraged by the 
codifiers. The social status of the father was no longer granted to children 
of unions between males of the vaishya caste and shudras. Shudra women, 
according to Vasishtha, were meant for the pleasure of the other castes, 
and we know that women of the lowest *ordcr were taken as mistresses by 
men of higher rank. 

The problem of economic relations among the castes was solved by 
the principle of ritual cleanliness in caste occupation. “The Veda declares 
that the hand of an artisan is always pure,” says Baudhayana."’’’* Where 
intercourse among the various social classes was necessary, a rationale 
could be found. But class privilege was the nile. Rates of interest, for 
example, varied with the caste of the debtor; typically 2% for the brah- 
man, 5% for the shudra for the same period of time. Whether the brahman 
killed a shudra or a dog, the penance expected of him was the same. The 
brahman host was to feed his brahman guests before the kshatriya guests ; 
vaishya and shudra guests (it is difficult to conceive of the latter situation) 
must eat with the servants. Rut the brahman, in what must be one of the 

® The exceptions being the sfitas, products of such a brahman-kshatriya marriage 
(vide, e.g., Yajnavalkya I, 93), and magadhas, offspring of kshatriya females and 
vaishya males. Neither were regarded as impure. 

y Hutton ([189], pp. 129, 132) believes that the reason for assigning the offspring 
of the union of a shudra man and a brahman woman to so degraded a place may pos- 
sibly be explained by the confronting of an indigenous matrilineal tradition by a 
patrilineal invading people. The child of a matrilineal father and a patrilineal mother 
would have status and kinship on neither side and find himself in a highly anomalous 
position. Where the two systems meet, the matrilineal usually gives way to the 
patrilineal. Perhaps, as the change took place after the miration, there also occurred 
a tendency toward a substitution of male for female deities. 
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earliest statements of noblesse oblige, is counseled to "use kindness.”®* 
The authors of the smriti literature sometimes go so far as to require that 
a brahman live on cow’s urine for a certain period of time as penance for 
drinking water from a well used by outcaste peoples, or even water from 
a flowing stream. It would not be difficult to go to considerable length 
on the subject of relations among different castes, but these examples 
should be sufficient to illu.strate the inequities of the system — at least as 
judged by the standards of a later day. 

The individual was called upon to accept his appointed place in the 
social structure without questioning that order and the values upon which 
it was based. But within the limits of his designated duty the ancient 
Indian moved with some freedom in pursuing caste goals and seeking the 
level of his ability. In respect to its own affairs, each caste enjoyed a high 
degree of autonomy. Intra-caste difficulties were resolved by the caste 
council or by caste-administered ordeals. If a caste could not reach a 
decision by deliberation, there would be an appeal to the king. Unless 
such a request invited the king’s intervention, his jurisdiction was con- 
fined to conflicts between castes. According to the Dharmashastras the 
king was charged with seeing that men observed the rules of their caste.*^ 
But this was a very general and largely indirect responsibility; the duty 
properly belonged to the caste organization. The king must avoid enforc- 
ing laws that were contrary in any way to caste function. A person was 
normally free to accept the ritual and belief of any religion as long as they 
did not interfere with the performance of his caste duties. 

Ft is appropriate, in concluding this chapter, to suggest that the lot of 
the lower caste Hindu may not have been as desperate as has perhaps been 
implied. Kroeber notes that “the Hindu docs not feel caste a burden as 
the individualistic occidental might. To him it seems both natural and 
desirable, its deliberate breach unnatural, perverse, and unforgivable. 
Whatever his caste, the Hindu is j)roud of it as Westerners are proud of 
their nationality. Tt gives him a sense of solidarity, and he does not seek 
to escape it.”®* Bougie believed that the respect for the regime of castes 
is the patriotism of the Hindus.^ And a contemporary Indian historian, 
Kosambi, though generally sympathetic to Marxian analysis, is willing 
to admit that an institution responsible for social stagnation and injustice 
at least reduced the need for violence and was able to avoid the large-scale 
chattel slavery that was so important in the productive relations of Greece 
and Rome.®* Then, too, the tolerance of differences, which observers have 
found so a])pealing in Indian culture, is related to the formalized social 
structure that is taken by Indians to be the expression of these differences. 

0 We might wonder how (if caste theory be taken seriously) the humble class 
position of a man could be a source of pride — considering that it was to be taken 
as testimony of the sins of the earlier existences of his soul. 
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THE AXIAL AGE 

In seeking to dramatize the critical importance of the millennium before 
Christ, Karl Jaspers has called this age of prophecy and philosophy “the 
axial period.”^ It was a time of remarkable spiritual exploration and 
development in many parts of the civilized world. One of the major causes 
of breaks with traditionalism, according to Weber, is the growth of a 
class of prophets who seek to impose an ethical ideal upon society. Repre- 
senting what he called charismatic authority,® these prophets justify the 
ethic in terms of older values that have been perverted or weakened in the 
process of institutionalization. This ethical or emissary prophecy is asso- 
ciated with the belief that the things of this world are susceptible to control 
in the interest of the religious idea — a belief that is basic to asceticism. The 
world is viewed as evil. This evil may be fought within the individual 
soul, or the struggle may involve control of both the self and the external 
environment. Implicit in emissary prophecy is the conception of a trans- 
cendental personal God, and it is as agent of the divine will that the prophet 
seeks to establish religious ideals. 

India, f^r from being isolated from the intellectual currents of the time 
and the movements they inspired, assumed a central role in religious inno- 
vation and the elaboration of values. The seventh and sixth centuries b.c. 
had been marked by profound alterations in the traditional social structure 
and by growing discontent with the formalized religfion of the sacrifice. The 
brahmanic system was insufficiently flexible to answer completely the 
changing needs of the people and in particular the demands of rising groups 
in society. But in the Orient, in Asia beyond the lands of Semitic culture, 
pantheistic cosmology prevented the rise of the type of prophecy with 
which we are most familiar in the West. Man could only seek to live in 
harmony with the universe ; at best he could challenge the traditional modes 
of achieving that harmony. 

In India asceticism (in the narrower sense that Weber uses the term) 
was a less significant form of religious expression than mysticism — the 

> Qiarisma is more exactly defined not as a type of authority but as the ultimate 
source of all authority. It is the essence of leadership, that which transcends the 
routine, the extraordinary quality in terms of which an order is accejited as rightful. 
It is related to mana and to Br^tnaa the magical jiotency discussed in earlier chap- 
ters. (Weber did not always distinguish clearly between authority and legitimacy.) 
Charisma resides originally in the person of the leader and is .stabilized by being 
transformed into either traditional or Iggal authority. Vide Chapter 16 below. 
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devaluation of and indifference to worldly phenomena.® Whether or not 
we accept the distinction between asceticism and mysticism, the fact re- 
mains that in the later Brahmantc age, for reasons which are far from 
clear, the aims of asceticism were less often the achievement of magical 
power for purposes of gaining relatively immediate advantages, and in- 
creasingly a regimen for developing psychic abilities. The private and 
popular religions had never directly challenged the sacrifice in the sense 
and to the degree that the mystical experience constituted a threat to the 
public rite. Mysticism meant that the brahman priest could be bypassed 
in the effort to attain salvation. Discipline was no longer confined to the 
arduous tasks of Vedic scholarship and ritual performance, but was in- 
creasingly directed toward the attainment of a higher “consciousness” 
through contemplation. The mystical experience is also a challenge to 
the life that finds security in fixed social roles, a life in which perception 
and experience are limited to traditional modes and become stereotyped. 
Although mystical prophecy took a form other than the crusade or jere- 
miad, the mystical ideal posed certain difficulties for the maintenance of 
a stable social order. However, the conception of an impersonal order of 
the universe impeded social criticism inspired by the wish to transplant 
the kingdom of God to earth. Instead of emissary prophecy we find 
“exemplary” prophecy ; the prophet wished only to show men by his ex- 
ample and his teaching the proper path to salvation. “Mysticism intends a 
state of ‘possession,’ not action, and the individual is not a tool but a ‘vessel’ 
of the divine.”^ 

The intellectual movement wjiich concerns us here and which must 
be included among the three or four most momentous in the history of 
civilization, began in the seventh century b.c. as an attempt to shift the 
religious em])hasis away from sacrifice and ritual toward spiritual insight, 
away from the collective experience to an individual and private concern 
with salvation. This is the general intent of the more than 250 Upanishads, 
which begin with the later Brahmanas and continue into the Christian era. 
For the most part they arc records, transmitted by memory, of local schools 
of religious thought. They were meant to form the concluding portions 
of the Vedas — usually the Atharvaveda — and hence are sometimes re- 
ferred to as Vedanta (Veda anta :.“end of the Veda”) . Scholars generally 
agree that the Upanishads are actually addenda to the Brahmanas, their 
purpose being to provide for the speculative needs of students and ascetics 

^ Mysticism is often described as a way of viewing the universe in which the 
individuality is seen as unreal and the unity as the real — as contrasted, for example, 
with the humanist emphasis on the individuality as the real, or at least as the more 
real. The former world view produces the sense of oneness with other persons ; in 
cultures dominated by humanistic values, the sense of uniqueness and distinctiveness 
develops. Where the relationship between the individual and the unity is conceived 
as real (insofar as it is an eternal relationship) and cohesion emphasized, we find 
yet a third Weltansicht, Vide B. K. Malik in P. A. Schilpp (ed.). The Philosophy 
of Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan (New York, 1952) and Weber’s discussion of the dis- 
tinction between the organic social ethic and other, more consistent, resolutions of the 
tension between religion and the world of power relationships (note 2, this chapter) ; 
vide also pp. 122f. below. 
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and to satisfy the yearning for an Absolute, a desire rendered more acute 
by the turbulence and change of the time. As such they represent a stage 
in the evolution of Indian belief from the religion of the functional deities 
of the Aryan communities to the universalist salvation religions — a de- 
velopment which, while it cannot be understood apart from political and 
economic changes, heightened the perception of a fundamental antagonism 
between religion and the coercive institutions that organize social activi- 
ties and relationships. There is no sharp break and today the tendency is 
to play down the contrasts between Upanishadic thought and the theology 
•of the Brahmanas. 'Tt can be safely asserted tliat amongst the new ideas 
occurring in the Upanishads there is hardly one that is not implicit in, and 
logically deduciblc from, the ideas present in the different portions of the 
Brahmanas. Thus the continuity of tradition was maintained ; and this 
circumstance was given an outward expression inasmuch as the Brah- 
manas, the Aranyakas, and the Upanishads were made to constitute parts 
of one whole revealed text.’*** 

But it can be said that in form the later works were more philosophical 
than the orthodox literature had been ; in imagery they were more poetic, 
in content more pantheistic. The central theme of the Upanishads is the 
existence of Ikahman, the great impersonal world soul that exists in all 
things.'* Pious works and sacrifice were not in themselves sufficient to 
afford escape from the cycle of birth ; knowledge alone, acquired through 
meditation, transforms the individual, raising him to union with the eternal 
One. MlmamsCi, or reflection, is emphasized, and it is this more than any- 
thing else tliat sets the Upanishads ajfart from the Aryan and brahman 
literature. The correspondences of human and divine do not take the 
Vedic ceremonial form (indeed the gods have primarily an allegorical 
function), but become internalized and abstract. 

Perception must be directed inward, away from the exterior world, 
for true comi)rchension comes through self-knowledge. The core of the 
self lies beyond the organic functions. Ultimately Brahman and the atman 
of the individual arc one: introspective knowledge of atman leads man 
to the true wisdom that is immortality. y\nd if the individual soul is identi- 
cal with that of the universe, it follows that it is identical with that of every 
other man. To harm others, then, is to harm oneself. It is a humbling and 
an exalting philosophy. According to the Svetdh/atara Upanishad, “the 
individual soul is a ix)rtion of the Absolute not greater than the hundredth 
section of the fine hair-tip ; but it has potentiality to attain the Infinite.”* 
Now each member of society is equal to every other in that all participate 
in the divine and each has a riglit to salvation if true to himself. 

If man is to achieve a true knowledge of the One, the permanent tran- 
quility and bliss of Brahman-atman, he must transcend the vanity and 
triviality of mortal life, the world of illusion.** The only desire admitted 
is the wish to flee the exhausting captivity of transmigration. The doctrine 

® Vide p. 80 above. 

^ And yet sensory experience is not completely devalued. Salvation is dependent 
.on the discovery of worldly pleasure— and tlien its rejection. 
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of metempsychosis appeared in the Shatapatha Brahmana^ and received 
its first complete statement in the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad,^ Although 
the tone of the Upanishads was not despondent/ the belief in the unreality 
of the phenomenal world leads to a pessimistic outlook. And this leaves 
us with the question of why this doctrine, this devaluation of mundane 
experience, came to be so widely accepted by an expanding culture in 
which more men were enjoying more of the good things of life than before. 

One possible answer is that the disintegration of the old tribal bonds 
and the emergence of new political forms and new bases of wealth pro- 
duced a sense of social and status insecurity. The anxiety resulting from 
the weakening of ethnic ties may have encouraged the internalizing of 
authority — the search for norms within the self that could be understood 
as indications of the moral order of the universe. With the increasing 
emphasis on individual expression and responsibility, it would be less 
feasible to understand misfortune as punishment for wrongs committed 
by others, and the individual had to seek new explanations for the suffering 
and injustice he encountered. A satisfactory answer to this question could 
be found in a theory of transmigration of the soul. Such an answer could 
explain the unjustified prosperity of the wicked (who would pay later) 
as well as the misery of the righteous (who were being punished for the 
sins of their former existences). 

It has been suggested, with some caution, that the increased freedom 
from the time-honored obligations to the father in ancient Greece may 
have induced tensions that were resolved as the authority of the father 
was internalized.'^ With the gradual development of the belief that the 
individual had rights against his father and the concomitant intensifying 
of Oedipal desires, feelings of guilt were stimulated to the point wliere 
they were projected onto the heavenly paterfamilias. Thus the punishing 
conscience was born. These developments were further encouraged by 
religious movements originating outside classical culture, and they cul- 
minated in the pessimism of the great Hellenistic philosophies of with- 
drawal, which contrasted the private “garden'' of experience with the old 
ideal of the public life. As in India, these systems flowered during an age 
of new and imposing administrative structures and a rapidly expanding 
commerce. Religion, no longer tied to the state cult, had come to play a 
more immediate and intimate role in men's lives as, in contrast, the world 
became increasingly complex and social relations more abstract. 

Contemi^orary with this spiritual ferment that began toward the end 
of the archaic age and lasted into the Hellenistic period, and contemporary 
with the great age of prophecy in Israel, there appeared in the later Upan- 
ishadic epoch a great diversity of philosophic schools. By the time of the 

Brahman and atman arc described as anandamaya, “consisting of joy.*’ And 
what vitality there is in such verses as these from the Chandogya Upanishad, XIX: 

Now, what was born therefrom is yonder sun. When it was born, shouts and 
hurrahs, all beings and all desires rose up toward it. Therefore at its rising and at 
its every return shouts and hurrahs, all beings and all desires rise up toward it. 

lie who, knowing it thus, reverences the sun as Brahma — the prospect is that 
pleasant shouts will come unto him and delight him — yesL, delight him 1 
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Buddha tliere existed the better part of a hundred distinguishable doctrines, 
and they ran the gamut from extreme idealism to bald materialism, cyni- 
cism, and nihilism, 'rhere was, indeed, something for every temperament 
and inclination. But regardless of the theory or the discipline — whether 
Sahkhya-yoga, Buddhism, or Vedanta — the subjective condition and ends 
are similar : all arc concerned with the recovery of a state of pure l^eing. 
Whereas the Indo-Aryaiis were in all probability the authors (or at least 
the importers) of ritual and metaphysics, the reactions against tlie abstract 
and formal, against ritualism and stylized speculation, and the drift toward 
• immediacy of religious experience, are considered by many modern Indolo- 
gists and students of mysticism® to be expressions of an earlier tradition 
that had never been completely submerged by the Aryan and Brahmanical 
culture.^ 

It is important to examine these new religious movements against the 
background of the tribal culture in which they were conceived, and par- 
ticularly in the context of sacrificial observances that sometimes were of 
a markedly destructive nature. Some of these tribes, csi)ccially in the 
eastern regions, were only partially Aryatiized. The Buddha himself was 
probably not of the old Aryan stock, and perhaps must be understood as 
opposing not only Brahmanism but many of the broader Aryan ideals as 
well. At the risk of making too much of the parallel, we might compare 
the early tribal community with the aristocratic polities of the 1 lomeric 
age. The king was typically primus inter pares, and there was often a kind 
of popular assembly attended by armsbearing freemen. These tribal chief- 
tains frequently appear to have been dieted by their fellow nobles ; rarely 
did they exercise absolute i)ower. The lineage principle in these tribal 
organizations took the place of political allegiance, and territory generally 
corresponded to kinship ties.^ 

By the sixth century h.c. the ideal of tribal “community” in which all 
shared in a system of mutual services had succumbed to a scheme of ex- 
ploitation in which the lower classes were made to serve the interests of 
the upper orders of society. Increasing demands on the food supply led 
to the substitution of an agrarian economy for the pastoral. Tliese changes 
pointed up the inadequacies of the old aristocratic values, sharpened the 
awareness of the inequities of the social structure, and altered the role of 
power. Power became less an instrumental value (viewed from the per- 
spective of the collectivity as a whole) and, increasingly, an end in itself, 
the basis of a hierarchy of privilege. As the sacrifice becomes the ideology 
of the ruling class, the function of the ritual is transformed to a justification 

/ On several stamp-seals of the Harappa period we see seated figures in the posi- 
tion of Yogic meditation. “One can only suppose that the practice of Yoga must 
already have been developed and associated with the concept of a heightened state of 
consciousness, not only worthy of worship but also capable of quelling and fascinating 
the animal world — like the music of Orpheus in the later tradition of the Greeks.” 
(Campbell [S3], pp. 435, 234.) Cf. W. Norman Brown [47] . p. 44. 

9 In modern Africa, there are societies (the Nuer, Tallcnsi, Logoli) where kinship 
ties have an important role in political organization, although political relations are 
not coterminous with kinship organization. Cf. Fortes and Evans- Pritchard [125], 
•pp. 6f. Regarding ancient Indian triba^ associations vide [228, 229, 230] . 
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of the distribution of power and the appropriation of the economic surplus 
by the priests and the nobility. 

We shall concentrate our attention on the most important response to 
the religiosity of Brahmanism, the movement initiated by the Buddha 
toward the end of the sixth century. Like the Protestant Reformation 
two thousand years later, Buddhism stressed the personal aspect of religion, 
but Buddhism, as we shall see, was in many respects a more egalitarian 
movement than early Protestantism. It has been interpreted as a challenge 
by the second of the two power-sharing castes, the kshatriyas, to the brah- 
man claim of monopoly on admission to the ascetic orders, an attempt to 
recover the status the kshatriyas were losing. Were Buddha and MahavTra, 
promulgator of Jainism, primarily motivated by a desire to reassert the 
ancient rights of the kshatriyas in an age that had witnessed the humbling 
of the warrior and noble class by the priests ? Or are we to believe that in 
northeastern India lirahmanism had either been rejected or had failed to 
gain a foothold, and that the kshatriyas continued to enjoy the higher 
status ?** In an earlier incarnation, according to legend, the Buddha decided 
to be reborn a kshatriya rather than a brahman inasmuch as the former 
caste was the more exalted. 

What we know of early Buddhism comes from the Pali scriptures, 
preserved for centuries by memory in India and Ceylon and finally written 
down in the dialect of Ceylon. The Pali literature dates from the third 
century before Christ, and extends into the sixth century a.d.* The canon 
actually provides few details regarding the genealogy of the Buddha. 
Buddha, which means “enlightened,” is a name atloptcd by the religious 
leader himself. His dates are the subject of controversy : scholars now 
usually accept c. 560-480 b.c., although in Burma, Thailand, and Ceylon 
the years 623-543 b.c. are taken. The Buddha, Siddhartha Gautama,^ 
was born of a kshatriya peojdc, the Sakyans, settled in the Himalayas in or 
near what is now Nepal.^ Wlicther or not they were actual descendents 
of Indo-Europeans, their language and way of life were essentially Aryan. 
And though the tribal basis of Shakyan polity was still ai)parent at the 
time of Gautama’s birth, a territorial state had begun to emerge. 

Rhys Davids many years ago concluded that the Shakyas had a repub- 
lican constitution with a clan assembly,^® and this interpretation has been 

^ Pali is a dialect related to Sanskrit, but simpler in structure. 

* According to tradition the Jatakas (popular legends) were taken by Ashoka’s 
missionary, Mahinda, to Ceylon in the third century b.c., translated from Pali into 
Sinhalese, and, eight centuries later, back into Pali. The original recording of Bud- 
dhist sermons — ^the form that Buddhist literature usually takes — ^probably did not 
occur until the first century b.c. The most important of the collections of canonical 
writings is the Pali Canon with its three parts {Tripitaka) : the Vinaya, or Book of 
Discipline ; the discourses of the Sutta Pitaka arranged in five NikQyas, the fifth of 
which contains the birth-stories or Jatakas ; and the Abhidhamma, containing religious 
philosophy. There is additional literature in Sanskrit. The Mahayana canon is 
voluminous and still growing. 

f He was named Siddhartha ; Gautama (or, in Pali, (k>tama) is the clan name. 

^ Mahavira was the son of the chief of a clan associated with the oligarchical 
republican tribe of the Lichchhavis. 
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popular with students of Buddhist history. Evidence entitles us to say 
little more than that the chief of the Shakyan tribe was elected from among 
the more important families of the community. A number of Jataka 
stories” appear to support the theory that the Shakyas were collectively 
sovereign, but the Jataka legends were transcribed at a date too late to 
allow their use as an authoritative source. In Buddhist accounts the father 
of the Buddha is often described as ‘‘raja,” leading scholars to speculate 
that the title was possessed by all the members of the ruling aristocracy or 
that the father (Suddhodana by name) was possibly the equivalent of the 
Roman consul.* Wc know, however, of several passages where the father 
is mentioned without title,” and we must allow for the natural inclination 
of dedicated disciples to elevate the social status of their teacher. 

Today there is a tendency to admit the possibility of a hereditary 
monarch (not the Buddha’s father) who shared power with a group of 
nobles. This might explain, as Professor Ghoshal suggests, why the 
Shakyas arc omitted from lists of typical sanghas and ganas. It has been 
argued that the patriarchs of the tribe wielded what was basically a moral 
authority over their respective clans — an authority different from that of 
the king.^® And it may be that we are confronted here with a transitional 
stage in the development of authority, a stcage characteristic of the transi- 
tion from tribal polity to territorial state. The emergence of the new po- 
litical form and the accompanying economic changes, which had far- 
reaching effects on the social system, and perhaps even on the personality 
structure itself, necessitated certain alterations in social controls. Bud- 
dhism may be seen as a combination of the older moral authority of the 
clan chief (which belonged to an age less dependent on overt political con- 
trols) with elements of the tribal assembly (in the Buddhist sangha) and 
pre-Aryan religious techniques. 

Buddhist neglect of the ritual and the Vedic myth, like tlie Sophist dis- 
regard for the traditional concerns of (Jreek education, contributed to the 
disintegration of the old order, lioth, in effect, challenged the traditional 
polytheism of the aristocratic culture of the tribes and polcis, questioning 
the myths and values on which that culture rested. But the new doctrines 
and disciplines of India, Buddhism among them, were not reform philos- 
ophies intent on social change ; they offered, rather, an alternative way of 
life, introspective and world-renouncing. Nor were they designed to lubri- 
cate the social mechanism and inspire allegiance to collective purposes or 
to the ruling elite. Buddhism, however, may have had the latent function 
of preparing the way for the reorganization of society into the abstract 
political realm of the Mauryan kings. And the day would come when the 
salvation religion was employed as an ideological underpinning for the 
empire and as a means of transforming a society composed of militant 
tribal groups. 

By the sixth century, when the vigorous young states of Magadha and 
Kosala were competing for suzerainty in the Gangetic basin (at this time 


'The word raja was often used to denote distinction of various kinds. 
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still a land of thick forests) , many of the features we have come to associ- 
ate with the emergent ICuropean nation-state are revealed. The fighting 
force had been freed of broad community controls and its allegiance was 
to the king alone. The king himself had become practically independent 
of tribal election. With the growth of a trading class that identified its 
interests with those of the monarch, new sources of revenue became avail- 
able. And now the king had allies in his struggle with the nobility and the 
older tribal institutions. The development and expansion of agencies for 
the collection of taxes and the administration of the realm required a 
corps of bureaucratic officials who were to become a major element in the 
political process. 

It is necessary to make these remarks if we are to account for the 
success of heterodox religion. The early adherents of Buddhism were 
drawn from the urban patrician class, and included a number of kshatriyas 
and even brahmans. Max Weber believed that the concern of Buddhism 
for matters of decorum and etiquette at least partially explained its appeal 
to members of the upper classcs.^^ But it was the rising urban commercial 
class, using heterodox doctrines to oppose kshatriya violence and arbitrari- 
ness, that became the most significant champion of Buddhism. The de- 
velopment of an agricultural economy produced a peasant class whose 
interests would also be opposed to the persistent feuding of the tribes and 
clans. The increasing demands for cattle and other animals to feed the 
sacrificial fires amounted, Kosambi suggests, to an onerous tax on the 
farming class.'*' The merchants and other rising economic groups sup- 
ported the sects because although* the monks were sustained by the lay 
community, it was a cheaper religion than Brahmanism — at least before 
the time of the great monastic establishments. 

The anti-materialism of the sects and the principle of communal owner- 
ship of property in the sangha might lead us to question the api:)cal 
Buddhism held for the producing and trading classes, but the religion 
recognized the importance of the lay member and gave him a dignity he 
had never had under the old alliance of the priests and the aristocracy. And 
the ideals of Buddhism were more compatible with the orderly society 
upon which the fortunes of these groups depended. The egalitarian element 
of Buddhism won converts from among those who had endured the dis- 
crimination of the system rationalized by Brahmanism (although Bud- 
dhism never sought to destroy the caste structure). And heterodoxy had 
its appeal for the unarticulated anti-Aryan sentiments of certain segments 
of the population. 

At first Buddhism, Jainism, and Brahmanism existed together with- 
out serious conflict. Spiritual guidance might be provided by the Buddhist 
monk, while the brahman priest directed the domestic ritual. The great 
age of the Buddhist ethic was the third century b.c., when it enjoyed the 
patronage of the enlightened emperor Ashoka. It might be said that the 
fortunes of Buddhism roughly paralleled those of the state of Magadha. 
The images associated with the religion acquired a grandeur comparable 
to the imperial majesty of the Mauryan state. But its roots failed to go 
deep into Indian life ; it left behind only shrines to be visited by devout 
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pilgrims from other lands of Asia, where its fate was not so calamitous. 
It was perhaps too austere a religion for a people accustomed to an elabo- 
rate ceremonial. In its initial form it demanded a stern morality, which 
later was somewhat softened in certain branches of the faith. Nirvana — 
the abolition of lust, anger, and ignorance — was too negatively conceived 
and lacked the imaginative appeal and romance of the popular cults.*" 
The most important reason for its decline was the counterreforniation 
of a revitalized lirahmanism. The brahmans attempted to incorporate as 
much of the new systems as was consonant with their own superior social 
4)osition. The Upanisliads were reinterpreted 1o make them consistent 
with theistic belief, and the authority of the ancient texts and customs 
was invoked. 

The impact of the l^uddha on the broader cultural forces of India has 
generally been exaggerated. It is true that liuddhism served to rejuvenate 
and purify older creeds, Imt these belief systems could not have recovered 
so quickly and so completely had they not been more firmly entrenched 
in the culture than many accounts of the Buddhist centuries would lead us 
to suppose. r)es])ite the si)rcad of Buddhist ideals and discipline, the need 
for religious rites of certain kinds remained and society continued to be 
stratified. The position of the brahmans was actually modified very little. 
And liuddhism, as it assumed the proportions of a great religion, became 
increasingly expensive, with large monastic orders to be maintained and 
a sizable sector of the population engaged in economically unproductive 
activities. Whatever ihe explanation, within several generations after 
Ashoka Maurya and the end of official concession and protection, the 
jiriests had regained what ground they had lost. Buddhism went into 
eclip.se in the early centuries of the Christian era, and in the three hundred 
years c. a.o. 100^00, neo-Brahmanism, with a greater emotional vigor 
and intfo.spcctive emphasis than ha’d characterized the old orthodoxy, 
gained for itself new converts. It is tliis revitalized religion that has come 
to be called Hinduism. 


THE PATH OF PUDDHTSM 

The ancient Vedic mythology was dominated by heroic extravagance 
and the virile affirmation of life; in the later brahman texts kshatriya 
activism is justified insofar as it contributes to the maintenance of the 
varna system. The ideal of heroic leadership appears in the orthodox 

w This is not to imply that Buddhism did nothing to broaden its appeal. The 
visitor to the great stfipa at Sanchi is likely to be startled by the voluptuous female 
figure adorning the area below the bottom architrave on one .side of the famous east 
gate. This yakslii, or tree spirit, a fertility symbol, would seem to be out of place in 
a Buddhist shrine. The nymph (one of whose sisters now graces the Boston Museum 
of Fine Arts) is a representative of an early nature cult which the Buddhists, evi- 
dently incapable of uprooting it, ultimately accepted. “Although their presence con- 
firms acceptance by the Buddhist Church, their provocative charms seem almost 
.symbolic of that world of illusion that the wor.shiper leaves behind when he enters 
the sacred precinct. ... In the frankness of their erotic statement the Sahchi yakshis 
arc a perfect illustration of the unio^ of spiritual and sensual metaphor that runs 
like a thread through all religious art in India.*’ (Rowland [370], pp. 57f.) 
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religious literature only as a means of revivifying the traditional dharmic 
order : the hero, a deity incarnate, steps forth to preserve the sacred tra- 
dition. It is of interest that when a protest philosophy does appear, spon- 
sored in the case of Buddhism and Jainism by members of the kshatriya 
class, it takes the form of a rejection of active mastery of the external 
world. The Buddha was himself, as we have seen, a prominent member 
of an important tribe, not a deracinated young intellectual driven by turn 
of fortune to find compensations in the spiritual realm. 

If we are to understand this protest, we must go beyond the types of 
analysis employed in interpreting European intellectual history. We may 
find it dilTicult to comprehend completely the Oriental belief that knowl- 
edge is power; we are too inclined to use the expression only in a figura- 
tive sense. In the East, wisdom was traditionally the means of attaining 
suj:)ernatural power and stature. The magical qualities of this power 
require that the student be carefully trained if he is to use it properly. 
Even in the secular and materialist Arthashastra of Kautalya, the idea 
has central importance. This wisdom (which we might call charismatic) 
was the preserve of certain families, the most valued inheritance a son 
could have. The political significance of this potency was considerable. 
Zimmer compares it to the secret weapon of the modern era. It had to be 
carefully guarded, for it was the basis of brahman pre-eminence, and was 
crucial to Aryan hegemony. The conquered dasa was therefore denied 
access to this knowledge. Such was the power of gnosis, even in systems 
of thought that were not founded on the Vedas. A vigorous discipline, 
amounting to virtual rebirth, was 'the prerequisite for admission to the 
inner circle of virtuosi.^® 

The teaching of the Buddha, as Iz often true of reform movements, 
aimed at restoring the purity of the ancient way. The older truths must 
l)e reaffirmed. It was not enough to be born a bralimHn or to content 
oneself with external forms. The Buddha would have men return to the 
sentiment of the Rigveda: “Neither by action nor by sacrifices can He 
be reached.” Goodness must be judged according to the motive behind 
the act. Karma is accordingly related to moral action, whereas in Brah- 
manism karma was based on the performance of ritual. But the ultimate 
achievement of Nirvana can be neither an ethical nor a psychological state, 
because liberation is from “alter” as well as ego. Both good and evil — 
in fact, all social norms that relate men— cease to have meanitig. Weber 
is undoubtedly correct in his opinion that the universal compassion of 
Buddhism is not the expression of active brothcrliness.*^ Buddhi.sm advo- 
cated a detachment from the world of men, a retreat from intense involve- 
ment in social relationships. 

In early Buddhism we do not find the sentimentality that pervades 
later accounts of the Buddha and his message. The emphasis of the doc- 
trine is on knowledge — a type of recollection in which previously known 
forms are recovered, similar in some respects to the epistemology we find 
in Socrates and Plato. Like Socrates the Buddha turned from speculation 
about the universe to concentrate his efforts on rediscovering the spiritual 
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world. Both were critical of the dogmatism of the older philosophy ; both 
implied a rejection of the prevailing morality of social constraint. As with 
Plato, the Buddha’s pursuit of knowledge takes on a religious significance ; 
the world of sensual experience cannot provide the true basis for that 
knowledge. The very story of the life of Gautama is the story of the search 
for truth.” Tn comprehending this truth, the Absolute, man must over- 
come the intellect itself, for it is the very nature of the mind to distin- 
guish, to perceive opposites, and intellect impedes the ultimate insight 
into the One. 

• Buddhist doctrine may be classified neatly into a series of premises, 
a happy contrast to the tortuous byways of Hinduism. The second of the 
three parts of the l^ali canon contains a collection of the Buddha’s sermons, 
basic to which is tlie idea of the four noble trutlis : pain and suffering are 
universal, the cause of pain is desire, suffering can l)e cured by the elimi- 
nation of craving, and the way to eliminate pain is by following the eight- 
fold way.® This eightfold path is a prescription of doctrine, ethics, and 
mental discipline : right views, right intentions, right speech, right action, 
right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and right concentration.’** 
It may lake several lives before the seeker is prepared to enter the realm 
of Nirvana. As in the Upanishads, worldly accomidishmcnt is deemed 
irrelevant to the true values to be found through the discipline of mind 
and body. Compared with the joys of s])irilual insight all other satisfac- 
tions are ephemeral. 

In the doctrine there is no such thing as the individual soul. This 
feature of Buddhism as well as the coifcept of group karma may attest to 
the strong influence of tribal ideology on the shaping of J^uddhist doctrine. 


^ 111 the twenly-iiintli year of lii« final mortal appi^arance he renounced his worldly 
fortunes and, forsaking wife and child, he departed the royal city for a life of wander- 
ing, meditation, and extreme asceticism. After six years he became convinced that 
truth is to be found neitlier through indulgence nor through self-mutilation, and 
began to advocate the doctrine of dhnmma, the middle path. At the age of thirty-five 
he attained cnligliteiiment under a ho-tree (sacred wild fig) at Gaya, in the modern 
province of Bihar. We are told that although the Buddha was at first reticent, the 
gods prevailed upon him to set in motion the Wheel of Law, and he began bis teaching 
at Benares. The Buddha sjient fifty years iireacliing in the Gangelic plain, "opening 
the gateway of immortality to all.” He appeared not as the unreserved social critic, 
but as the author of a way lo .salvation available to all men regardless of .social rank. 
Men could, through their own diligence, find the path of deliverance as he himself 
had found the way. This was his parting message to all mankind. 

The Buddha never called on supernatural authority; he never claimed to be 
himself more than mortal. Knowk dge and effort were the key to righteousness. To 
his great disciple he said, "And whosoever, Ananda, eitlier now or after I am dead, 
shall be a lamp unto themselves, and a refuge unto themselves, shall betake them- 
selves to no external refuge, hut holding fast to the Truth as their lamp . . . shall 
not look for refuge to anyone besides themselves — it is they . . . who shall reach 
the very topmost height ! But they must be anxious to learn.” 

® It has been suggested that the form in w'hicli the four truths arc expressed is 
derived from the medical practice of the time — which divided medical science accord- 
ing to disease, its cause, the nature of health, and treatment leading to health. What 
impresses us is the mode of thought which ties human action to natural causes. In 
this we arc reminded of Thucydides who, if C. N. Cochrane {Thucydides and the 
Science of History [London, 1929]) is right, adapted the principles of Hippocratic 
medicine to the interpretation of events. 
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I^eing consists of five components : body, feeling, perception, the mental 
elements, and consciousness. As desire ceases to dominate his life, these 
qualities will dissolve in man. The process is stimulated by a type of con- 
centration that has a similarity to Yoga. The mind evolves through dif- 
ferent stages of absorj^tion ; consciousness moves from the subjective to 
the objective as it moves, in philosophical Hinduism, toward union with 
Brahman. Individuality has its basis and motivation in craving, and men 
desire because they are unaware that the things desired can never, in 
reality, be possessed. Nirvana (Pali: Nibhana) itself can only be nega- 
tively described : it does not mean to annihilate, but literally “to extirv-- 
guish” — ^to extinguish desire, to extinguish the cause and effect of rebirth, 
to gain a superconsciousness. 

This reaction to the controls of the priests, witli its stress on the per- 
sonal aspect of religious experience which opened the way of salvation 
to all men, is of such a remarkable and psychologically intricate nature 
that we might well turn at this point to tlie theory of psychoanalysis for 
what light it may cast on the dynamics of the menial processes involved.*' 

From one point of view the Buddhist reform may be understood as 
an attempt to clear religion of restraints beyond those necessary for human 
intercourse. But no new political organizations were substituted for the 
old, nor was there any redistribution of social power. We find instead 
the internalizing of repressive authority, the systematic endeavor to sub- 
ordinate the expression of the instinctual to what Freud has termed the 
reality principle.^ 

In terms of individual psychology the religious systems (both primi- 
tive and Brahmanical) that Buddhism reacted against allowe(l, to varying 
degrees, the direction of aggression outward toward the gods and fetishes 
— rather than turning it inward to stimulate the develoi)ment of a strict 
super-ego. Brahmanism and Hinduism ])rovided rich substitute gratifi- 
cations in fantasy and the acting out of anxiety and emotion. Unlike the 
monotheistic religion with its all-seeing and all-i)owerful God, the author 


P It is always hazardous to impose psychological categories developed in Western 
urban and industrialized society on experience belonging to a different time and 
culture. Professor Dodds, who has hhnsclf used Freudian theory most effectively in 
illuminating the intellectual life and popular culture of ancient Greece, has remarked 
most sensibly that “the evolution of a culture is too complex a thing to be explained 
without residue in terms of any simple formula, whether economic or psychological, 
begotten of Marx or begotten of Freud. We must resist the temptation to simplify 
what is not simple. And, secondly, to explain origins is not to explain away values.'* 
(Dodds [98], p. 49.) With this warning in mind, we turn to psychoanalysis as Dilthey 
would have us look to the artist — ^that we might sec with a new eye and achieve new 
insights. 

« It is of course true that many religions “have been able to effect absolute re- 
nunciation of pleasure in this life by means of the promise of compensation in a future 
life. ... A momentary pleasure, uncertain in its results, is given up, but only in order 
to gain in the new way an assured pleasure coming later.” (Freud, “The Two Prin- 
ciples in Mental Functioning,” Coitccted Papers (London, 1953), IV, 18. This re- 
sponse to external reality is often advocated as a necessary condition of the mastery 
of the environment, and as a means of channeling energy away from aggressive and 
sexual activities and into the necessary economic tasks of society. Scarcity perpetuates 
the struggle between pleasure and the reality principle and demands instinctual repres- 
sion. Cf. Freud, General Introduction to Psychoanalysis (Garden City, N. Y., 1943), 
p.243. 
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of the sii]»reine ethical princiijles that guide human relationships, Ihid- 
dhisni lacked a dramatic symholizatioii of authority. It was not ])rimarily 
an ethical system ; the social element was subordinate to its major pur- 
poses, the dissolution of the ego and the release it brings. Buddhism not 
only prescribed the relinquishing of sensual pleasures, which feed desire 
and are the ultimate cause of suffering, but aimed at the very reorganiza- 
tion oi personality. It sought to do more than provide the happiness 
stressed in those religions more familiar to us, the happiness that comes 
with inhibiting the aim of love from the particular object that affords 
’ genital gratification. It sought to transform erotic love into friendship 
and brotherhood. But loving may well increase one's vulnerability to 
suffering and anguish.'’ Repression of the so-called “life instincts” was 
taught by the Buddha as the means of avoiding this vulnerability and 
preventing harm to the individual. There is not the same concern for 
loving one's neighbor that we find in Western religions, where the super- 
ego (or conscience) is strengthened in order to prevent ego’s harm to alter. 

In summary, then, the repressive order of society is not opposed, al- 
though it is transcended through the destruction of man’s ties with the 
external world. True freedom, seen in this light, comes with the breaking 
up of the ego, which is subject to time, and the attainment of a state beyond 
pain and desire. Consciousness is no longer rooted in the separation of 
the self from the object-world. Through proper discipline objects come 
to be experienced from “within,” and consciousness is freed from ego en- 
tanglements. h'go development may be necessary to self-preservation in 
early stages of life. But when the self'has beeti defined in the process of 
interaction with the world, the point is reached where man must reverse a 
develojmient that threatens to result in isolation and alienation. He must 
direct his energie.s toward achieving an infinite relationship wdth all that 
is the living cosmos. 

In the opening ])ages of Civilisation and Its Discontents, Freud men- 
tions the comment of a reader who regretted Freud’s failure to appreciate 
the “sensation of eternity,” the ultimate source of religious sentiment. 
Freud remarks that he cannot discover this “oceanic” feeling in himself, 
hut this does not i)rcvent his attempting an explanation of the phenome- 
non. He accounts for this subjective experience as a vestigial ego-feeling 
that survives the age before tlie individual learns to distinguish himself 
from the rest of the world.''* Nirvana, like the Freudian “death wish,” 
is the attempt to regain the narcissistic maternal unity that existed before 
the ego separated subject and object (or, it might be added, to recover the 
conscience collective of the tribal community — a Gemeinschaft world in 
which the individual ego was submerged in kinship ties). This separation 
is the cause of desire, which can be overcome only by returning to the 
earlier state. For Freud, the death instinct is the organism’s inherent 
tendency to reinstate a pre-existing, almost inanimate state, rather than 
an actual yearning for death.^® It is the wish for the peace of the inorganic 
world, for freedom from all excitation. Nirvana is such a state: with the 

■ ^ “We are never so defenseless ag^nst suffering as when we love.” (Freud [131], 

p. 38.) 
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elimination of desire, the ego is no longer cotiscious of itself. In fact, with 
the fusion of id energies and super-ego, the relating and reconciling ego 
loses its purpose. 

And yet ego processes appear to be very important to Buddhism. 
Actually, in tliis participation mystique, Buddhism sets out to awaken the 
faculty of intuition that resides in all men : “Look inward . . . thou art 
Buddha.” There is no insistence on faith, a savior, or subtle doctrinal 
formulations. Enlightenment is everything, and the power of mind is 
central. Personality is “consciousness” — integrating and ever-changing as 
it moves toward enlightenment. And since consciousness is continuously- 
being altered, how is it possible to exalt the idea of personality? Con- 
sciousness makes possible the acquisition of knowledge, and its very evolu- 
tion brings the modification of the self. Atman (or self) is not a permanent 
(piality of man ; there is no individual immortal soul.“^ 

Nirvana is not an unconscious vState, but, as we have said, a super- 
consciousness that surpasses reason. It is an amoral state — there is no 
longer anything “that ought or ought not to be done.” “Liberation [is] 
as much from the notion of 'others’ as it is from the notion of ‘self.’ 
Nirvana, or harmony with the universe, annihilates the distinction “be- 
tween life and rclcase-from-life.”^® 

The preoccupation of modern Western civilization with individual 
man, his uniqueness and his competitive relationship to others, impedes 
the development of an “oceanic” sentiment that puts the unity foremost. 
The Western ego experiences life as something to be overcome. Man must 
struggle and transform, and not fte himself transformed. Performance, 
rather than learning, is accentuated in that the modification of the environ- 
ment must be greater than that of the organism as a result of the inter- 
relation of the two. Aggression and competition become ennobled as social 
virtues, although for purposes of .social cohesion brotherly love and charity 
continue to be stressed. Of the types of man that Freud describes,^* “ac- 
tive” man (the type of personality represented by the kshatriya warrior of 
the vigorous Vedic age) tends to be valued in the West. Active man is 
contrasted with “narcissistic” man,, who seeks “essential gratifications in 
the inner workings of his own soul,” “Erotic” man is feared in all cultures, 
for, in his (jucst for close emotional relationships, he constitutes a threat 
to the larger group.* 

There is, however, a second possible interpretation of Buddhist psy- 
chology and technique that transcends these Freudian categories. The id- 

« The reason for this constitutes the theme of Civilisation and Its Discontents 
[131]. Western intellectuals have often challenged the wisdom, virtue, or aesthetics 
of a value system that exalts active mastery of the environment. Sometimes, as in 
the case of Schopenhauer, Buddhist theory has been the inspiration for this criticism. 
“Instead of the restless striving and effort, instead of the constant transition from 
wish to fruition, and from joy to sorrow, instead of the never-satisfied and never- 
dying hope which constitutes the life of the man who wills, we shall see that peace 
which is above all reason, that perfect calm of the spirit, that deep rest, that inviolable 
confidence and serenity, the mere reflection of which in the countenance, as Raphael 
and Correggio have represented it, is an entire and certain gospel; only knowledge 
remains, the will has vanished.” (The iVorld as Will and Idea [New York, 1961], 
p. 421.) This quietism received a famous an^ver from Nietzsche {Twilight of the 
Idols), who pushed the image of active man to its logical and transmoral conclusions. 
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orientation of the Freudian school would discount the positive aspects of 
ego functioning that may accompany the mystical experience. The dis- 
cussion that follows more nearly approximates the approach of the “ego- 
psychologists” than that of traditional psychoanalysis.* I shall take the 
view that Buddhism is essentially a means of coping with demands of the 
instinctual life in a time when the direct expression of these needs was 
increasingly inhibited by the needs of social organization. The solution 
lay in the ability to surmount the separation between the unconscious and 
conscious regions of the mind. 

• • We must start by asking what is meant by loss of self, and determine 
to what extent the transformation of personality involves a renunciation 
of the world. The Upanishadic suggestion that consciousness itself is 
never overcome was mentioned earlier. Consciousness is consciousness of 
something other than itself- -it implies a world indej^endent of and prior 
to one’s knowledge. When the Buddha speaks of transcending conscious- 
ness he appears to mean that this separation between reflexive conscious- 
ness and the external world, which is also the root of “self-consciousness,” 
has been eliminated. We might say that he sought a prereflexive con- 
sciousness.^'* The immediacy of this relation between the self and the other 
reduces the feeling of separateness between the two, and with it those 
affects of self-consciousness rooted in a form of anxiety or conflict. Mystic 
“selflessness” is that “ ‘normal’ unselfconsciousness characteristic of ex- 
perience which is primarily non-anxious and motivated by neutralized 
drives functioning within the non-conflictful portions of the ego.”-® He 
who achieves enlightenment, we arc ’told, knows neither sensation of 
struggle nor submission, luiergy is liberated from the repressive process 
and the individual comes alive in the sense that the ego functions are freed 
from anxiety. 'I'his transcendence of the intrapsychic conflict of the dis- 
sociated personality makes possible the ultimate dcvelo])mcnt of the self. 

Such expression is impeded by both the structure of the personality 
and tlie environment in which man lives. But the two arc treated as one 
problem. The illusory world of the neurotic is maya, and with the emanci- 
pation of the ego that illusory aspect of the environment, which is the 
object of insatiable craving, comes to be seen as of little significance to man. 
This is the true “rebirth.” Man is born anew as he attains a harmonious 
integration of instinctual drives, goals, and norms governing his conduct, 
as well as a realistic sense of the environment in which he must operate. 
With this integration he arrives at a proper comprehension of the self, free 
of the obsession with the self that anxiety produces. And in this sense he 
is also emancipated from the cycle of birth and death. The psychically 
unified ego ceases to fear death — ^which is so often the preoccupation of 
those who are unable to live autonomous and productive lives. 

It is perhaps not surprising that such a psychology should have de- 
veloped in the aristocracy. It was in this group that ego development and 
problems of conflict and anxiety were combined with the capacity to ar- 
ticulate a systematic philosophy and the opportunity to be heard. The 

* In this approach I am particularly indebted to an essay by Herbert Finirarette. 
“The Ego and Mystic Selflessness” [124]. 
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Buddha was himself something ol an organizational innovator in his 
design for a community that would make possible the realization of the 
contemplative life. It is true, of course, that the monks relied on the local 
populace for the satisfaction of many of their basic needs, but work was 
not disparaged. The Buddha rejected extreme forms of asceticism and 
thought of himself as the proponent of a moderate way. In short, Bud- 
dhism was not the complete withdrawal from life and the concerns of the 
world that it is sometimes made out to be. 

It is misleading to reduce the question to whether Buddhism makes 
man an object or an actor. If the problem were posed in this way, we would 
overlook the real contribution of Buddhism. From a psychological point 
of view, the Buddha sought to free man from the anxiety that accompanies 
the actions of alienated men. The action of the liberated man is not the 
kshatriya action motivated by the desire to master, nor is it action intent 
on appropriation (which may itself transform man into the object of his 
possessions). It is action that avoids the reification of either the actor or 
other men. Alienation is overcome when the individual succeeds in dis- 
covering himself in objects external to him. With this sense of oneness 
with the universe, the ego gains the self-sufficiency of pure substance with- 
out surrendering consciousness. 

Implicit in the Brahmanical texts and in the Dharmasutras had been 
the idea of the divine origin of the universe and the human community. 
Though not itself a social philosophy, Buddhiwsm, with its greater attention 
to ethical considerations and the role of human volition in determining 
social arrangements, opened new possibilities for ]:)olitical speculation. In 
the dialogues of the Buddha such factors as greed, lust, and vanity become 
the basis for change in the societal order. 

The Buddhist view of social evolution postulates an idyllic, Edeiiesque 
state of nature in the beginning.^^ Gradual moral decline at length under- 
scored the differences that divide men, and social institutions were intro- 
duced to cope with the problems that arose. Lust led to property, and prop- 
erty in turn encouraged the four evils of theft, censure, dishonesty, and 
violence. Man's very corporeality is considered the consequence of his 
fall from perfection. One day men found themselves no longer able to 
dance on air; the dream-world was succeeded by the world as we know 
it — ^a world concerned with time and space, sex and family, property and 
subsistence, social distinctions and the myriad of controls that we today 
believe to be necessary to community life. The story has a familiar end- 
ing : to establish order the greatest among men was named king and re- 
ceived in return a portion of the produce. 

“When first propounded," writes Kosambi of the concept of Nirvana, 
“it was a negation, a return of the individual to the signless, undifferenti- 
ated state. . . . The memory of a classless, undifferentiated society re- 
mained as the legend of a golden age when the good earth spontaneously 
produced ample food without labor because men had neither property or 
greed."^* It would seem that such a philosophy looks back to the ancient 
communal values of the tribe, instead uf being the ideology of the new 
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productive system (as Kosambi elsewhere suggests). It is not uncommon 
for men, in protecting themselves against disillusion, to put their Utopia 
in the past. A Utopia of this sort has a weak critical potential and gen- 
erally constitutes no threat to the established order. But the goal of Bud- 
dhism was to regain the Arcadia of infinite peace. This could be accom- 
plished by means of strict intellectual discipline, the clearing away of the 
impediments that prevent our understanding of the Absolute.’* 

The Buddhist doctrine shares much with certain theories of psycho- 
analysis. Freud never postulated an idyllic natural state like the golden 
■ age that haunts Buddhist cosmogony. Before men united in civil societies, 
they were governed by the rule of the strong. But there is a golden age 
in the life of man. “The memory of gratification is at the origin of all 
thinking, and the impulse to recapture past gratification is the hidden 
driving power behind the process of thought.”^® The quest (explicit in 
Buddhism, innate in man according to the psychoanalyst) is for this golden 
age before the organism had distinguished itself from its surroundings. 
The memory of gratification becomes a weapon against a world of aliena- 
,tion.’’ Buddhism (like Platonism) made a sharp distinction between the 
world of the senses, the external reality that gives meaning to “active” man, 
and the world of mind. Salvation depends on supersensory experience, 
which in turn demands the quiet of the forest. From the point of view of 
the state, such a philosophy constituted a menace only if it threatened to 
make the ascetic life too desirable. 

The changes that were at this time seriously modifying the old tribal 
patterns of life were largely a response to increasing demands on the food 
supply. With the coining of an agricultural economy, there came also the 
promise, of economic surplus — the production of goods and services in 
excess of what was needed for survival. This is the condition of civiliza- 
tion : the possibility of supporting a culture-creating class of ])rofessionals. 
It may have seemed to many in the sixth and fifth centuries that instead 
of yearning for a golden yesterday, men might confidently anticipate a 
bountiful age yet to come. The (ranges valley in the seventh century was 
the home of a nascent capitalism as well. These new sources of wealth 
were to make possible the fulfillment of imperial ambitions. Empire had 
not been economically feasible until this development. The territorial state, 
intent on its own aggrandizement, sought to buttress its power and cen- 
tralized institutional structure with new ideological supports. 

Where was the world religion that could .support the splendor of em- 

w On the possibility of the soul to recover what it has learned in the other world 
(anamnesis) f cf. Plato, Mena, 81c. 

« Though historically the reality principle develops as a consequence of Anankc 
(the struggle for survival necessitated by scarcity), the Biblical l^en story makes 
Ananke the punishment for man’s partaking of the tree of the knowledge of good and 
evil. Man must share God’s “reason” — ^that is, the reality principle must dominate 
his life. Perhaps because of the broad implication of the word “knowledge” (including 
carnal knowledge), the distinction between the pleasure and reality principles is not 
made clear in the myth. The gratification of instinctual needs was suppressed because 
' of “abuse” in a golden age when abunc^nce, instead of allowing for freer expression, 
ought to have made it unnecessary for man to seek knowledge of any kind. 
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pire ? It appears that until the heterodox faiths succeeded in attracting too 
large a segment of the community away from economically productive 
pursuits, they served this function at least indirectly, and left the governing 
thority to another, the campaign to shatter the tribal polity would have 
hand of the ruling elite (not always kshatriya at this time) against the 
brahmans. Without the internalization of controls which the new religions 
encouraged, and which eased the transition from one type of external au- 
thority to another, the campaign to shatter the tribal polity would have 
been accompanied by greater reliance on arbitrary force. The sects, though 
determinedly free of this-worldly commitments, provided an alternative to 
the sacrificial cult — which had served for many centuries to justify the 
concentration of power in the hands of the old tribal oligarchies. Ironically, 
as we shall see, a subtle “totalitarian** threat was contained in the attempt 
to wed Buddhism to the purposes the ancient cosmological religion had 
served. 

Before we turn to the more specific aspects of heterodox social thought, 
several observations regarding the concept of transmigration are in order. 
Our central problem has been to explain the appeal of a philosophy that 
emphasized the fact of human suffering — at a time when it appeared that 
the standard of living was beginning to rise. Do we encounter here what 
Gilbert Murray, writing of another culture, called “a failure of nerve” 

It is possible that this was the case, for many of the social agencies upon 
which men depended for support were losing their traditional functions. 

The advent of a settled agricultural economy and the changes that 
accompanied and resulted from this development had prodticed a situation 
in which, as Robert Merton puts it, the most ex])edient procedures for 
reaching cultural goals are preferable to institutionally prescribed conduct, 
although these procedures may lack legitimacy.***" With the waning of 
tribal values and institutions (caste was not sufficiently advanced at this 
time to take its place as an instrument of social control and cultural inte- 
gration), and with the appearance of new forms of economic production 
and political organization, the individual must have begun to sense a 
loneliness and impotence he had not known in the traditional society that 
was being left behind. We do not mean to imply that this change was ex- 
perienced on a conscious level. The process was slow ; there is no moment 
when occupational role became sharply differentiated from kinship role. 
But before roles, expectations, and controls were effectively integrated, 
the sharpened sense of guilt — which, if we are right in our speculation, 
accompanied tlie relaxing of clan and tribal authorities — may very well 
have produced a tormenting uneasiness. It remained for the new salva- 
tion religions to turn this estrangement to positive ends. 

Men will not rest until the cause and, especially, the meaning of suffer- 
ing are found. Then, somehow, misery becomes bearable. Usually a 

^ is a rise of asceticism, of mysticism, in a sense of pessimism ; a loss of self- 
confidence, of hope in this life and of faith in normal human effort. . . . There is an 
intensifying of certain spiritual emotions; an increase of sensitiveness, a failure of 
nerve.” (Murray [289], p. 119.) 
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rationale is discovered, such as the doctrine of karma, which not only ex- 
plains suffering hut may even give it a positive valuc.®^ The concept of 
inherited pollution was older than that of reincarnation ; the uniting of the 
two ideas was to become one of the most decisive events in the history of 
Indian culture. (Although a similar religious development was taking 
place in ancient Greece, it did not have the same consequences.) The tech- 
niques employed for overcoming transmigration may in many respects be 
compared with Orphic purification — which was thought to redeem the 
soul from the round of rebirth. All that tied man to the realm of sense 
experience must be surmounted. 

In Greece, Orphism and other mystery cults accounted for the mis- 
fortunes of the virtuous and held out the promise of eventual compensa- 
tion.®* These other-worldly religions had a broader appeal than the public 
cults. They offered the masses a ho\yG and a freedom. But toward the end 
of the archaic age and contemporary with the period in which l^uddhist 
ideas were formulated, the popular group orgiastic rites were evidently no 
longer able to satisfy the religious needs of many members of the com- 
munity. These persons found fulfillment in the private shanianistic ex- 
perience."*^ Pythagoras was one of them ; he believed if not in transmigra- 
tion as such, at least that the soul could have a former life. Much of his 
inspiration was undoubtedly Orphic ; he appears to build on a foundation 
of Orphic religion. And i^ythagoras, like Buddha, founded a spiritual 
order, which (like the Buddhist sangha) was notable for granting women 
a status unique in the classical world.*' 

We shall return to the subject of shamanism in the next chapter, when 
we consider Yoga; what concerns us here is the private religious experi- 
ence intended to transport the devotee by leading the way to ecstatic re- 
lea.se of tension (shamanism) or personality reorganization. Individuality 
was a hindrance to be overcome. Yet salvation liad become an individual 
matter. The collective orgiastic experience was rejected not in the interest 
of the private gnosis as such. With the distintegration of the tribal “group 
consciousness,” the group was no more than an aggregate of souls des- 
tined to be born again and again, unless a way was found to circumvent 
transmigration. 

Professor Dodds, in commenting on the parallel development in Greece, 
remarks that “it was only when rebirth was attributed to all human souls 
that it became a burden instead of a privilege, and was used to explain the 
inequalities of our earthly portion and to show that, in the words of a 

® Shamanism may have been introduced into Hellenic culture with the extension 
of Greek commerce and colonization into the regions of the Black Sea. 

vCornford ( [721], p. 176) believes that because Orphic and Pythagorean belief 
and Persian religion may be regarded as expressions of the same view of life, we are 
justified in using one to interpret the other. Persia may indeed prove to be the major 
link between Greek and Indian ideas, but we cannot now say, if similarities of Iranian 
and Indian religion are indeed significant, which direction of influence was the more 
important. On possible Iranian influences vide, e.g., Jean Przyluski, “La Thcorie des 
Gtttia,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental Studies (London), VI, 1 ; J. J. Modi, 
Asiatic Papers, III; Albert Griinwedel, Alt-Kutscha, 1920, I, 54ff.; Bloomfield [38], 
pp. 125ff. ; Joseph Campbell [53], pp. 434ff.; Thapar [407], pp. 126ff. 
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Pythagorean poet, man’s sufferings are self-incurred.”*** In India this 
doctrine, karma, the belief that one’s lot in this life is the reward of the 
deeds of former lives, antedated Buddhism by no more than a century. 
But by the time of the Buddha it had captured the popular imagination and 
was rapidly becoming central to most schools of Indian philosophy and 
religion and fundamental to the ideology of caste.® Those in positions of 
power might be expected to champion a theory that made man himself, 
rather than society, morally responsible for whatever station he had 
achieved.®® 

If man alone is accountable for his own fortune, it means at least that 
he is freed of the consequences of the sins of his father. The collective 
fortune of the tribe, ensured by the sacrifice, afforded psychological com- 
forts that probably outweighed its disadvantages for the individual. Now 
that heroic age was fading and Aryan civilization was permeated with 
elements of the indigenous culture. These new ideas of the after-life had 
their source, for the most part, in this non-Aryan culture — or were the 
result of the encounter between the two cultures. And as Aryanism moved 
eastward, contacts with primitive totemism probably stimulated a dread 
of totemistic consequences of actions; this may also have been instru- 
mental in winning converts to such religions as Buddhism. 

It is too much to assume that originally the principle of karma was 
without appeal. Some men may have seen it as representing a kind of im- 
mortality ; for others it perhaps held out the hope that modest as their 
status might be, they could anticipate the possibility of a better place in 
society. Professor Basham*^ believes that the almost universal acceptance 
of the doctrine is evidence of the appeal of samsara, but that the intellectual 
did not share this sanguine attitude.*® 


IIKTERODOX SOCIAI. THOUGHT 

Buddhist thought does not offer much in the way of a systematic con- 
tribution to political theory, and the reason should by now be apparent. 
The value of secular studies was discounted ; mental and spiritual discipline 

^ For the major distinctions between Buddhist and Brahmanical theories of trans- 
migration, vide La Vallee Poussin, *'Buddhism/’ in Garratt [136]. The Buddhist 
conception of transmigration is anticipated by the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad III, 
2.13. It is there stated that only karma, the effect of work, survives man. 

Individual responsibility continues in Western society to be an effective con- 
servative ideolo^. But the logic of liberalism would seem to dictate that if men are 
to be held individually accountable, they must be granted a corrcs];^nding amount 
of power. The fact of the matter is that as man emerges as an “individual*’ free to 
express the uniqueness of his personality, he becomes more dependent on those others 
who supply his wants and fin this sense) free him for his own purposes. His fortune 
becomes intermeshed with the destinies of men who are not even known to him. Indian 
theory, as we have seen, sought to prevent this entanglement of fortunes wherever 
possible — perhaps to keep the moral record straight. 

bb Varma [416] argues that Buddhism “was from the beginning characterized 
by a missionary orientation” and, in order to lure the people from their pleasures and 
apathy, it exaggerated the fact of suffering. This interpretation oversimplifies the 
motive for Buddhist missionary zeal, and Varma exaggerates the optimism of philo- 
sophical movements contemporary with Buddhism. His catalogue of psychological 
explanations for Buddhist “pessimism” does not include the emotional consequences 
of social change. 
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was stressed. Reform of earthly life was not a major concern of the sects, 
for peace and fulfillment were to be gained through a detachment from the 
affairs of the world. But in what speculation there is, induction and reason 
are more important because less can be explained as the result of divine 
intervention. More scope is given to human nature and ability. And Bud- 
dhist literature is more inflexibly moralistic, disavowing brahmanic tend- 
encies to put other considerations first. 

What is most striking is the brahman’s loss of prestige. We are told 
that deeds, and not family, make the spiritual aristocracy. Both the Buddha 
and his Jaina counterpart, Mahavira, denied the supreme authority of the 
'Vedas as well. Jainism represents a much more ardent critique of the 
sacrifice than Buddhism, which chose rather to ignore the brahman cere- 
monials. Tlie Buddhists simply regarded the rite as irrelevant. But the 
Jainas went further toward the acceptance of caste ideology. (There was 
even the attempt to manufacture brahman origin for Mahavira.) Caste 
privilege was attacked by the Buddha, and though the institution was not 
yet fully developed, it was implicitly recognized as a powerful force too 
important to overlook. Pick quotes the Kannakathala Sutta to the effect 
-that the kshatriyas and brahmans take precedence over the other castes 
as far as visible signs of respect are concerned. Caste was recognized, but 
“just as the great rivers such as the Ganga, the Yamuna . . . when they 
pour tlicir waters into the vast ocean, lose their names and origins and 
become the great ocean, so do the four castes when they i)ass, according to 
the doctrines and prescriptions of those who have attained perfection, from 
home to homelessness, lose their names and origins.”*'*'* Caste became 
unimportant for .spiritual salvation. The Buddhist justification of ca.ste in 
terms of social function rather than by way of organic analogy avoided 
the implications of the Brahmanical theory, which assumed the divine ori- 
gin of caste. The theory of the retrograde evolution of the world was ex- 
pounded as an answer to tlie brahman claim of supremacy by virtue of 
birth from the mouth of Pumsha. The si)ecial immunities of the upper 
classes are to be taken aw^ay.'*'^ 

In attacking the role and superior social position of the priests, who 
had constituted a primary check on royal despotism. Buddhism indirectly 
assisted the destruction of the old balance of power. The grow'th of Bud- 
dhism and the rise of absolutism are features of the same age, and it would 
not be too wide of the mark to suggest that the new religion contributed to 
this political development in much the same way that Luther aided the in- 
terests of the German prince^. Later, under Ashoka, Buddhism served 
as a means of pacifying and integrating the peoples of the new empire. 

We have already noted the Buddhist theory that civil society originated 
in the moral decay of man. Government, which grew out of the need for 
order, was rooted in a secular compact.*'** Despite the references in the 

cc The Buddhist Asvagho§ii censures caste inasmuch as human beings are “in 
respect of joy and sorrow, love, insight, manners and ways, death, fear and life, all 
equal.” {Vajrasucl, quoted in Beni Prasad [323], pp. 218f.) 

There is an inference in the Digha Nikaya (III, 93) that the social contract 
•is between the kshatriyas as a group ^d the rest of society. 
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Jatakas to elections held to choose a new monarch, with all the citizens 
in the capital city evidently participating in the voting, the Buddhist doc- 
trine was not elaborated to justify the idea of popular sovereignty and to 
limit the power of the king in this respect. There are also references to 
the deposition of a king by the people, but we are not free to infer that the 
Buddha contemplated anything more than the typical oligarchy of his 
time. The king is looked upon as a functionary to be paid by his subjects 
for services rendered. Usually taxes were one-sixth of the paddy produce ; 
they should be levied in accordance with the dhamma.®® The most impor- 
tant function of the king, as we should expect, is protection. He is ma- 
hasammata (chosen by the multitude), khattiya (kshatriya: lord of the 
fields), raja (he who gratifies in accord with dhamma). This is the true 
origin of the social hierarchy. But it is always virtue and knowledge that 
determine superiority. King Milinda (Menander) is told, for instance, that 
the king is defined not only by his function (ruling and guiding the world), 
but by his righteousness, which makes his subjects rejoice and brings 
success to his ventures. 

As in the brahmanic literature, punishment is a duty of the king, hut 
it no longer has the central role that had been assigned to danda in earlier 
political speculation. The sacred principle is to be upheld in more positive 
ways ; the use of coercive power is to be avoided if at all possible. The 
Buddhist conception of dhamma connotes the supreme principle of right- 
eousness. It is closer to Western concepts of virtue than is the Brahmanical 
dharma, which has a more legal tone and is tied to the maintenance of class 
prerogatives. Dharma must be sufficiently flexible to allow the king to 
justify actions necessary to the preservation of order, even though these 
actions arc not themselves compatible with ethical standards. Although 
Buddhist political thought also considers the primary purpose of the state 
to be the safeguarding of order, this order tends to be understood in more 
purely moral terms and the dhamma must be the standard for all the king’s 
activities. This is far from a philosophy of stern justice. A king who rules 
without compassion is unworthy of his title. The state is also charged 
with the protection of the people against economic privation, and with 
their instruction in the life of the spirit and the mind. Hence it encompasses 
a variety of welfare functions. These responsibilities emphasize the need 
for the highest moral character on the part of the ruler. 

The qualities of the king, as described in the canons, can be compared 
with those set forth in the arthashastra texts : discipline, wisdom, alertness, 
enterprise, benevolence.®® It is important also that the king have sufficient 
material resources, and high birth and a well-trained army are sometimes 
mentioned. The dhammiko dhammaraja, the idealy righteous king, is 
the possessor of the Seven Mystic Treasures : Wheel, Elephant, Horse, 
Woman, Jewel, General, and Minister. These are the symbols of the 
wisdom, vigor, and rank of the monarch. Manta, ussaha, and pabhu, the 
three powers, afford him the satisfactions of supremacy and prosperity ; 


ce yide Chapters 11 and 12 below. 
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they are the legacy of the virtuous, selfless life. The first of the treasures, 
the Wheel, represents the principle of justice, and appears only to the king 
who rules scrupulously by the principles of dhamma.**^ 

The Jataka stories do not present the “kshatriya science” (khatta- 
dhamma, roughly equivalent to arthashastra) in a very good light.’*" Ac- 
cording to the stories, khatladhamma justifies unlimited selfishness and 
the killing of one’s parents or siblings. Politics is opposed to salvation and 
practically irreconcilable with ethical conduct. Yet the importance of 
the ruler is emphasized in terms that recall the brahmanic characteriza- 
tion of the king as refuge of his people. The problem is resolved in the 
concept of righteousness as the true ruler. Virtue has its utilitarian justifi- 
cation : The king stands to gain if he allows himself to be governed by 
ethical precepts. The king’s gentleness and piety may cost him his realm, 
but he will gain it back in time."" In the Buddhacarita, however, it is 
admitted that an unbridgeable gulf may separate politics, which is based 
on punishment, from salvation, which depends on quietude. In this later 
work, the Buddha is made to remark that royal power is the abode of delu- 
sion and that it rests on oppression.^*' But the author of the Hiiddhacarita 
^extols the regime of the good king Suddhodana.^^ The J atakamdla of 
Aryasiira repeats this antithesis of ethics and politics, but, like the former 
work, seems to be of two minds on the subject. 

Subsequent Buddhist literature, such as the Mahayana Siivarnapra- 
bhdsa-sutra, tends to equate the king with the gods. Sometimes he is de- 
clared to be a deity in human form. The earlier Pali canonical works had 
rooted authority in righteousness and in the contract in which protection 
was given in exchange for the agricultural tax. 'fhe attempt to relate 
righteousness to a status that transcends that of mere mortals indicates 
the need for a more complete theory. Yet the king is called on to sacrifice 
himself if righteou.sness so demands. Though the king be like the gods, 
he enjoys no exemptions. Famine, war, and pestilence lay low the land 
if the king is unjust and dissolute in his conduct. But righteousness and 
the imnishment of tlie wicked bring fame to him and prosperity to the 
country. Virtue brings happiness to the people and must be protected at 
all cost. The people it is said, are always quick to discern and follow the 
example of the king. 

The student-^TMn/ (teacher) relationship was considered to be the fun- 
damental social relationship. Where the purpose is to impart the experience 
of enlightenment rather than knowledge per se, the relation of master and 
student takes on an intensity that assumes religious proportions.*^ This 
devotion to the guru is found in Brahmanism and can hardly be called a 
distinguishing feature of heterodoxy. But Buddhism offers much more in 
the theory and techni(|uc of organization than Brahmanism. It is probable 
that the Buddhist religious fraternities reflected the organizational experi- 

//The Saundaranaftda refers to king Suddhodana's use of the five traditional 
expedients in dealing with his enemies : conciliation, creation of dissension, bribery, 
force, and restraint. 
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cnce of economic and social groups at this time. Many scholars believe 
that the Buddhist order was patterned after the polity of a contemporary 
republican tribe, perhaps the Vrijjis. The concept of a group karma 
(dhatu), which is found in Buddhist thought along with that of the indi- 
vidual karma, would be expected to make for a more vivid sense of com- 
munity. It also suggests the tribal legacy. 

By far the most important Buddhist organization is the sangha, based, 
we are told, on companionship, mutual assistance, and compassion. The 
Buddha held that men ought to help one another to achieve Buddhahood 
— an idea that finds its most complete expression in the later Mahayana 
interpretation. Buddha was himself a leader of one of these communitier- 
and, from what we know, it was evidently a very democratic group, ad- 
mitting women to membership. The coordination of social and missionary 
work, tlie preservation of Buddhist tradition and dhamma, and the super- 
vision of discipline came to be the function of the sangha. With its basis 
in this monastic system, Buddhism was obviously a much more highly 
organized religion than the older sacrificial cult or, for that matter, than 
early Hinduism. 

Resolutions of the sangha, in order to carry, had to be announced three 
times and have the consent of all present. Only on rare occasions was the 
majority principle employed. All monks belonging to the sangha were 
expected to be present at assemblies. If he was unalde to attend, a monk 
must be represented by proxy. Each member could discuss propositions 
freely as they came up. The ballot seems to have been used from time to 
time. Such democratic procedure often characterizes religious orders in 
their infancies. But not always is there the attempt to preserve through 
formalized processes the egalitarian quality of the sect. The only distinc- 
tion recognized in the order was seniority. As early as the first Buddhist 
council it was decided that the favored disciple, Ananda, should not be 
the successor of the great teacher, but that (as a necessary concession to 
organizational needs) the seniority principle should be instituted. When 
basic differences developed over matters of policy, the question was re- 
ferred to the appropriate committee and modifications were agreed upon. 
When the committee could not provide a satisfactory solution, the pro- 
posal was returned to the assembly and then a majority vote was allowed 
to decide — unless proper procedure had not been followed, sacred law 
had been contradicted, a serious schism seemed likely to result, or the case 
had not been sufficiently argued. 

The Vinaya Pitaka is a compilation of rules governing the conduct of 
the monastic order. These regulations and pronouncements are em- 
broidered with traditional lore intended to explain the purposes of the 
law of the sangha. The precepts of the Buddha were declared to be the 
pattern and guide for all subsequent law. And though it was a self-govern- 
ing democratic body, the sangha had no power to prescribe new laws that 
contradicted the teachings of the founder. 

The individual member of the Buddhist corporation seems to have been 
completely merged in the organization and to have enjoyed a minimum 
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of ])ersoiiaI freedom. Frequent bathing, the possession of silk rugs or 
more than one I)owl, or overindulgcnce in sweets, were considered extrava- 
gances and offenses against the group. Property was communally owned. 
Buddhism had an ethic for the sangha and a less demanding code for the 
lay members of the community. Caste regulations were included among 
the rules governing the behavior of the laity, but in the monastic order 
itself caste was disregarded. The monks and nuns were considered con- 
tributors of the gift of wisdom ; the secular believers, on the other hand, 
were responsible for the gift of provision. There was thus a recognized 
role for the lay members. But though their function was regarded as 
tiighly important, lay members were excluded from the bimonthly meet- 
ings. 

The individual sanghas were not welded into a larger structure ; they 
remained relatively isolated local religious communities. Although the 
Buddhists expected every favor and protection from the state, they coun- 
tenanced no restriction or interference from central authority. Ajatasatru, 
king of Magadha, is reported to have assured Buddhist ascetics that the 
First Council could be held without compromising spiritual values, since, 
-as he said, the authority of the sangha is religious, whereas the king's 
power is secular. The ruler was but the servant atid agency of dhamma. 
But the isolation and the increasing opulence of the monastic orders made 
them highly vulnerable to attack by rulers hostile to the faith or jealous of 
the wealth of the community. Affluent Buddhist merchants or landowners 
bestowed generous gifts on the monasteries, and the orders were often 
the owners of extensive and lucrative landholdings. Although the indi- 
vidual monks were committed to a life of i)overty — ^their possessions limited 
to robe, bowl, and such necessary articles as toothbrush and needle — the 
order itself was not restricted in the amount of wealth it could receive. 
Many monasteries, as they grew rich on the donations of the faithful, gave 
iq) the traditional practice of begging food from door to door in the village 
each morning. 

Emphasis on equality in the sangha is generally interpreted as partiality 
to democracy, just as laier Christian egalitarianism has been construed as 
constituting a social ideal. 'Fhere seems, however, little proof that the 
Buddha had a goal more specific than the welfare, especially the spiritual 
w^elfare, of the people. Outlining the prerequisites for communal well- 
being, the Buddha takes his inspiration from the prosperous republican 
state. He advocated a government by clan ciders, frequent assemblies, 
and a type of constitutional re.st. aint on the exercise of power.®^ He warned 
against the great danger to which the republic was especially vulnerable, 
the problem of internal dissension. Perhaps his sensitivity to this peril 
explains his insistence on unanimity in the sangha. 

so During this period there were no regular assemblies of the whole people, but 
the Jatakas do refer to popular gatherings held for a variety of reasons, meeting from 
time to time and representing large segments of the population. 

**The Buddha's seven techniques for maintaining the security of republican 
states may be found in Rhys Davids [361], pp, 79ff. 
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The Jainas have an explanation for the origin of social institutions 
similar to that which we find in Buddhist legend. History was conceived 
in terms of a series of cycles from the joyous to the wretched condition. 
We arc told that men were originally golden-hued and a thousand yards 
tall, and kalpa trees provided abundantly for their needs. In the later 
stages of this evolution, when men had to struggle to keep alive, when evil 
entered the world and caste devolved upon man, the institutions of pro- 
tection and punishment and all the accoutrements of civilization were intro- 
duced by the last of the great patriarchal lords, the last of the series of 
heroes who guided men in the transition from one epoch to another." Like 
Buddhism, the Jaina faith does not look to a Creator, and it too is quasi*'' 
secular in its political ideas. This line of Jaina theory makes social institu- 
tions the result of creative acts on the part of great patriarchs.*® Another 
theory, closer to the more democratic compact of Buddhist philosophy, 
holds that the king is selected by men alarmed by the disorder around them. 

jainism teaches detachment, but differs from the Gita and philosophies 
of indifference to worldly concerns in that it is atheistic and its asceticism 
is extreme— often involving mortification of the body. But though the 
sect condemns the active pursuit and enjoyment of wealth, it does not 
limit the amount that may be acquired. Property was not in itself con- 
sidered harmful. Wealth, which was not to be used for self-indulgence, 
was transformed into investment capital. Ritual prohibitions against kill- 
ing and traveling encouraged resident trade and banking, and the reputa- 
tion of the Jainas for integrity in business relationships increased their 
economic power. It is more than likely that the sect was instrumental in 
financing the expansionist ambitions of Indian rulers. And the Jainas, a 
group small enough to control without difficulty, did not constitute a threat 
to the prince. Though committed to nonviolence, the Jaina sages rarely 
call on the king to renounce war as an instrument of policy. 

We would cxjjcct that the theory of the patriarchal act of creation 
would modify somewhat the attitude toward kingship exhibited in a num- 
ber of Buddhist lexts and stories; but we read that rdjya (sovereignty) 
should be avoided by wise men, since it is by nature evil and cannot bring 
happiness. The Jaina literature reveals the same suspicion of the king’s 
role and of arthashastra principles that we find in the early Buddhist works. 
The victories that matter are those over the self. But the attitude of later 
Jaina writers toward politics varies from the demand for total avoidance 
of political activity to its acceptance as an instrument for punishing de- 
partures from morality. Somadeva,^^ a tenth-century scholar, believed 
(as did St. Thomas) that the state was a natural institution and that politi- 
cal activity was an essential part of life. '‘All subjects are dependent on 
the king,” he wrote ; “those without a lord cannot fulfill their desires.”*® 
War is justifiable only if alternatives are impractical or unsuccessful. If 
sugar can accomplish your ends, says Somadeva, why use poison ? 

" It may be (as some scholars suggest) that the father role of the patriarchs 
fostered the essentially educational function of government in Jaina theory. 

it Vide pp. ^Of. below. 



The Response to Orthodoxy 1 1 5 

Influential in the politics of the Chaululqra kings of the twelfth century 
was the Jaina monk Hemachandra (Hemacandra). He leaves a demanding 
model of a worthy king, but from what we know of his patron, King Ku- 
marapala, he may very well have lived up to it. The king is to avoid hunt- 
ing, drink, gambling, and prostitutes, and he is to maintain a rigorous diet, 
bestow his wealth on others — ^and encourage all men to do likewise.** 
Somaprabha, who lived several generations later than Hemachandra, ad- 
vises a^inst any connection with politics, for it is inevitably tainted with 
sin. The service of the king may seem sweet, but true bliss comes only 
Jo him who dedicates himself to the search for righteousness. 

The most pessimistic school of all was that of Gosala, a one-time 
disciple of Mahavira and later the leader (though not the founder) of the 
Ajivika sect. Gosala argued that all action was ineffective, and he went 
so far as to say that human effort and strength did not really exist at all. 
Men could only resign themselves to the unavoidable 8,400,000 cycles of 
existence. Fatalism could not go much farther than this.** 

cult survived until tlie fourteenth century, but few records remain to 
-enlighten us about the exact nature of its intricate philosophy. 
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THE DIMENSIONS OF HINDUISM 

The broad categories of religious speculation have been examined in 
earlier chapters ; it remains for us now to complete this spiritual landscape 
of ancient India with a discussion of Hinduism, that remarkably resilient 
way of life that survives into our own time. This chapter provides a brief 
sketch of the conception the Hindu has of the world around him, the super- 
natural forces at work in the cosmos, and the purpose of his life. We can 
no more comprehend the social thought of India without a knowledge of 
religious values than we can comprehend the social and political ideas of 
the thousand years between Augustine and Gcrson without knowing the 
main features of the religious beliefs and institutions that molded these 
ideas. 

Chronological problems are unavoidable in a discussion of this kind 
and it will be necessary, from time to time, to depart from a strict historical 
presentation. The great flowering of Hinduism is not until well after the 
collapse of Mauryan rule, toward the close of the pre-Christian era. But 
because the epic literature, one of the major sources of Indian political 
thought, is Hinduist in tenor, it seems appropriate to treat Hindu religious 
experience at this point. It is true that in their extant form the epics are 
later than the period that saw the consolidation of empire, but they are of 
interest to us for what they reveal of the old heroic culture and tribal politi- 
cal order. The essentials of the Rama myth, for example, probably existed 
as early as the fifth century b,c., but the Rama of the Ramayana, an incar- 
nation of Vishnu, also represents ideas that are later accretions. As we 
shall presently see, the inspiration for much of the epic literature is legend 
of very ancient vintage. 

Hinduism is a farrago of beliefs and customs. In addition to rituals 
and doctrines of traditional Brahmanism and many elements of the old 
popular cults, it incorporates norms that appear to reflect the influence of 
heterodox ethics and asceticism. However, we are on safer ground if we 
stress their common heritage in accounting for similarities between Hindu- 
ism and Buddhism. Both are legatees of the great spiritual ferment of 
the seventh century. But Hinduism has absorbed more than the monistic 
idealism of the Upanishads, and there are cults within Hinduism that are 
totally devoid of the cool detachment and discipline that we associate with 
the teaching of the Buddha. Hinduism is the great synthesis ; where other 
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•religions select and discard, Hinduism includes.^ Too often descriptions 
emphasize one facet of Hinduism to the exclusion or disadvantage of 
others, and thus distort the picture of this complex array of forms and 
myths and styles of life. No religion (if Hinduism may be called a religion) 
is more protean, more resistant to description. 

The Hindu belief that God may be discovered in many ways leads to 
a tolerance all too rare in the religious experience of the world. This 
toleration is rooted in the assumption that religious conceptions are not 
either true or false, but arc significant in varying degrees. Such sufferance 
^must not be mistaken for indifference; it is simply the belief that each 
individual and group must come to the truth in its own way, through its 
own traditions and its own gods. And yet not all revelations are considered 
equally sublime. 

The intricacy of symbolization, which is so exciting and so bewildering 
to the outsider, has been a feature of Indian religious expression almost 
from the beginning. It is due largely to what might be called ‘'polytheistic 
pantheism.” Wc have suggested earlier that the worship of many gods is 
not necessarily incompatible with the worship of the neuter One.® In the 
Rigveda we read that “they call him many who is really one.”® The accept- 
ance of metempsychosis, or transmigration, the acknowledgment of the 
Veda as authoritative, and the belief that the Absolute may be experienced 
are also characteristics of Hinduism. 

The religions of the Orient, with the exceptions of Shinto and Islam, 
arc not Ihcistic as we understand the term. The God of the Semitic creeds 
has a determinate character, which the Absolute of most Asian religions 
lacks. The impersonal force, the Brahman of Hinduism, defies definition; 
it is ineffable. Wc may more easily say what the divine is not. The Abso- 
lute is often identified with the totality of the universe, but it must be taken 
to mean that which is changeless — the ultimate reality. If, as in Buddhism 
and the more philosophical reaches of Hinduism, the Absolute may be 
realized by all through discipline and immediate aesthetic engagement, 
then, of course, it cannot be the god of a particular locality or a chosen 
group. 

The rarity of great and permanent Hindu empires with centralized 
direction of political and religious activity hindered the consolidation of 
a state religion on the order of those that appeared in the Near East at 
this time. Hinduism itself is distinguished by its lack of organization; 
there is no prescribed i^ricstly training and there are no congregations as 
such. The religion is as amoi phous as the social system is structured and 
ornate. Although under Ashoka Buddhism was made the official religion, 
it failed to cajDture the emotional support of the great mass of the people, 
and probably, in that stage of development, lacked the components neces- 
sary for a state cult of the type we associate with the ancient world. After 
the Guptas, most dynasties accepted Hinduism in one form or another. 
Today the religion is strongest in the more remote sections of India ; where 

^ Max Mtillcr has used the term "henotheism” to indicate the worship of a sacred 
principle through attributes represented in various deities. 
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foreign contact has been marked, it has been diluted by Islam or Chris- 
tianity. But despite modifications, Hinduism remains the great energy of 
Indian life, and caste the basic institution. Today industrialization, educa- 
tion, legislation, urbanization, and travel are altering the traditional social 
patterns — but less, perhaps, than might be supposed.® The belief in the 
many lives of the soul is too deeply enshrined. The strength of Hinduism 
lies in its capacity to enfold diverse traditions and beliefs. 

Behind the surface complexity of Hinduism there is a cosmology no 
more elaborate than the “great chain of being” concept that figured prom- 
inently in European thought as late as the seventeenth and eighteenth cen- 
turies. All human and animal life, and even the deities themselves, are 
ultimately part of a single monumental system, a grand design in which 
all creatures arc related through time and space. Man need not, however, 
resign himself to the human condition. All men could strive to surpass 
their earthly state ; all could seek out the path. Karma is not determinism 
in the strict sense ; it is the essence, the inherent destiny, of all things. Man 
determines his destiny by his actions. His character and position in life 
are bequeathed by the thoughts and actions of previous existences. “The 
cards in the game of life are given to us. We do not select them. They are 
traced to our past Karma, but we can call as we please, lead what suit we 
will, and as we play, we gain or lose. And there is freedom.”* It is true, 
of course, that habit and custom govern much of our conduct, and little 
in human action is the product of deliberate choice. It might even be said 
that freedom depends on the direction and supports that the patterns of 
our lives provide. In Gandhi’s words, “the free will we enjoy is less than 
that of a passenger on a crowded deck.”® 

The Hindu believes that we are guided by a spiritual and ethical neces- 
sity, and that sin is actually the betrayal of our nature. There is no fatalistic 
assigning of the future to the whim of the gods. If fate exists at all, it is 
the consequence of man’s own action. And there are means for escaping 
the cycle. Among them is Yoga, which is considered one of the more effec- 
tive techniques for hastening the process of self-comprehension and for 
achieving liberation. Liberation may be a state of enlightenment that is 
union with the divine principle or with a personal god, or it may be a state 
of nothingness. 

In most parts of India, Hinduism has its basis in devotion to either 
Vishnu or Shiva (Visnit, Siva ) — or auxiliary figures associated with these 
deities. It is likely that when confronted with the challenge of Buddhism 
and other philosophical systems, the brahmans became increasingly recep- 
tive to those popular religious movements that could be adapted to their 
interests. Presumably the two major gods of Hinduism have their principal 
source in the cults incorporated into Brahmanism at this time.® The roots 

b By the Gupta age Vishnu (representing the principle of preservation), Shiva 
(destruction), and Brahma (creation) were fused into the TrimUrH, God worshiped 
in three aspects. The complexity of the symbolism prevented wide acceptance of this 
triune concept, however, and generally devotion continued to concentrate on one of 
the three. 
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of the Shiva myth are to be found in the old Vedic god Rudra and in the 
religious practices of the dasas ; hence the cult is a combination of Aryan 
and non-Aryan components, and elements of demon-worship and animism. 
Despite his questionable pedigree, Shiva came to be the preferred god of 
the brahmans, and has a wide following — particularly in South India. 
Since the priests of the cult of the Mother Goddess, which attracts many 
followers in modern India, are not brahmans, the extra-Aryan origins of 
important branches of Shaivite worship would seem to be confirmed.® 

In many respects Shiva corresponds to the Greek god Dionysus. He 
is the symbol of destruction, but destruction in order to build anew.** The 
mysteries of the reproduction of life are associated with Shiva, who is 
usually worshiped iti the form of his symbol, the limjam (male organ), or 
through his consort, who is also a syncretic deity capable of assuming a 
variety of forms. Tlic sexual elemeiit is most important in Tantrism, 
wlicre, in the technique sometimes described as the path of the left, libera- 
tion is acliieved through the breaking down of the components of the ego 
- -ultimately ritualized in tlie sexual act. Rut the sexual function is not 
seen as sj)ccializecl and temporary ; it is recognized as the force that rules 
the whole organism. Aggression is fused with sexuality, rather than turned 
inwjird as the energy behind conscience. Tlie erotic symbolism may be 
tnulerslood in lernis of the selflessness of the perfect lover, who forgets 
the distinction hetween self and other : “as a man when in the embrace 
of a l)eIovcd wife knows nothing wdthin or without.”® 

Tantrism altrilnilcs a major significance to the female deity. It con- 
stituted a Dionysian answer to the older quiescent “Apollonian*' modes 
of reintegration, employing nature as an aid to fulfillment and the rec- 
onciliation of dualisms.^ Its robustness contrasts markedly with the 
more detached and intellectual systems of Upanishadic inspiration.® And 
I’antrism welcomed men and women of all classes if they were spiritually 
l)repared for initiation. Shiva, like Dionysus, had the broader appeal of 
the god who was not himself part of an official state cult. Rut I'antrism 
never became a doctrine of social reform.^ 


Tlie Mother Goddess is usually the consort of Shiva, known in her benevolent 
form as Piirvali. For a brief discussion of this aspect of popular religion and of the 
sakti (Shaivite potency personified in his wife), vide W. Norman Brown [49], pp. 
309ff. 

“He that is richest in the fullness of life, the Dionysian god and man, can afford 
not only the sight of tlie terrible and the questionable, but even the terrible deed and 
any luxury of destruction, decom' osition, and negation; in his case, what is evil, 
senseless, and ugly seems, as it were, permissible, as it seems permissible, in nature, 
because of an excess of procreating, restoring powers which can yet turn every desert 
into luxurious farm land.” (Nietzsche, Twilight of the Idols, “Nietzsche contra 
Wagner.”) 

« But note that in the Upanishads the sexual act is viewed as a type of sacrifice : 
“Woman, verily, O Gautama, is a sacrificial fire. In this case the sexual organ is 
the fuel ; when one invitc.s, the smoke ; the vulva, the flame ; when one inserts, the 
coals ; the sexual pleasure, the sparks. In this fire the gods offer semen. From this 
oblation arises the fetus.” (Chandogya Upanishad V, 8.) 

/ What Dodds says of the mystery religion applies equally well to the parallel de- 
velopment in India : “If I understand early Dionysiac ritual aright, its social function 
was essentially cathartic, in tlie psychological sense : it purged the individual of those 
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There is also the way of the meditating Shiva, the lord of the yogin 
and the greatest of the ascetics. On Mount Kailasa he sits, absorbed in 
mystic contemplation. The two paths may seem to be extremes, yet both 
may free man from the human state. We shall turn presently to a con- 
sideration of the spiritual discipline known as Yoga. 

In the early part of the ninth century a.d., a Shaivite brahman, Shan- 
kara (Sankara), intent on restating the Vedic texts and working them 
into a consistent body of thought, developed the most profound set of morai 
premises in Hinduism. Shankara is widely regarded as the foremost Hindu 
philosopher, and through the influence of his teaching Vedanta became 
the major philosophical system in Hinduism. The reforms of Shankara 
amounted to an overlay of Buddhist principle and practice ; he saw the 
grandeur of Buddhism in its ethical ideals, its freedom from superstition, 
and its ecclesiastical organization, and undertook to strengthen Hinduism 
by introducing these virtues into the religion. Salvatioti was to be achieved 
through meditation of Brahman, the impersonal world soul, which the 
Upanishads had linked with the individual soul. Shankara's synthesis, 
his emphasis on the spirit, has been seen as introducing into Hindu- 
ism a somewhat puritanical note. It is difficult to say whether the sys- 
tem represents an ultimate victory of Buddhism, or was indeed its coup 
de grace. 

Vishnu would seem to us a more sympathetic figure than the often 
turbulent and always somewhat disquieting Shiva. But what Vishnu gains 
by his more amiable visage, he loses to the singular fascination possessed 
by the dancing (or brooding) god of Kailasa. However, this ground would 
seem to be more than regained by Vishnu’s capacity to appear in the form 
of ten major incarnations (avatdras). Of particular appeal are numbers 
seven and eight, Rama (kshatriya prince, great warrior and savior, Kultur- 
trdger) and Krishna (prankster, lover, hero). The last historical appear- 
ance of Vishnu was as Buddha, but theologians are not agreed on the 
reason for this incarnation.^ 

The religious movement known as bhakti, which sought to personalize 
the divine force, is closely associated with Vaishnavism because of the 
latter’s tendency toward expr.ession through avatars; it never gained a 
comparable foothold in Shaivism. In contrasting man with the incarnate 
God, bhakti modified the older monism. But like Tantrism it imbued 


infectious irrational impulses which, when dammed up, had given rise, as they have 
done in other cultures, to outbreaks of dancing mania and similar manifestation of 
collective hysteria ; it relieved them by providing them with a ritual outlet. If that 
is so, Dionysus was in the Archaic Age as much a social necessity as Apollo; each 
ministered in his own way to the anxieties characteristic of a guilt-culture. Apollo 
promised security: 'Understand your station as man; do as the Father tells you; 
and you will be safe tomorrow.’ Dionysus offered freedom : ‘Forget the difference, 
and you will find the identity . . .’ His joys were accessible to all [and he] was at 
all periods a god of the people.” (Dodds [98], p. 76.) 

^ Christ is sometimes included among the avatars of Vishnu ; the possibility that 
Christianity might be absorbed into Hinduism in this fashion was once a cause of 
great alarm amon^ Christian missionaries. Even the legend of Adam and Eve has 
found a place for itself (Bhavi^yotiara Purdfjta). 
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Hinduism with new vitality and appeal. God was portrayed as having 
qualities more meaningful to man than the nebulous abstraction that was 
the neuter Brahman, and this accounts in large degree for the increasing 
popularity of Vaishnavism in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. Except 
in southern India, a stronghold of Shaivite brahmans, this form of Hindu- 
ism has been in ascendance since that time.* Bhakti, like the movement 
launched by Shankara, depends more on psychological attitude than on 
^tuaf, but its appeal is probably wider in that it requires of its adherents 
no metaphysical preparation. And yet it satisfies the same wish for the 
concrete and intimate experience that we find in the more esoteric yogic 
technique. Krishna, in the Gita, recommends bhakti as a simple but reliable 
way to God. If man possesses a loving heart, he will succeed. 

Indian religion is rendered somewhat baroque by the mixture of ele- 
ments of different sects, traditions, and systems. The external ornamenta- 
tion of the Tanjore temple is Vaishnavite : everything inside is Sliaiva. An 
avatar of Vishnu may be worshiped in public and the consort of Shiva in 
private. Disputes occur between rival Vaishnavite groups, between devo- 
tees of Shiva and those who follow Vishnu. But each admits the exist- 
ence of the other’s deities and the record of coexistence could well be 
emulated in the West. The basic relativity of Indian thought and the 
reluctance to propouiul dogmas demanding close adherence to a prescribed 
body of principles have made possible a profusion of sects. Each has its 
peculiar philosophical point of departure, and each attempts to buttress 
its position with i)roofs of its ancient heritage. Although little is known 
of the early history of the sects, there has been a historical tendency for 
them to cluster around either of the two central deities, and the division 
allows a valid basis for classification. Most of the later sectarian move- 
ments (such as Sikhism) derive from Vaishnavism. 

A few Vcdic gods — such as ludra, Varuna, Agni, and Surya — survive 
in modern Hinduism, but their role is of secondary importance. Tribal 
and local gods, related in various ways to Shiva and Vishnu, have taken 
their place. This may not always be apparent from the commentaries of 
contemporary Hindu writers, who sometimes lead their readers to the 
conclusion that Hinduism is founded on the veneration of a highly abstract 
Absolute. In the less sophisticated lower social groups religious experience 
tends to become absorbed in personal gods who are more likely to represent 
forces of nature, even the grossest fertility concept, than they are to per- 
sonify metaphysical principles. The Hindu peasant may express his reli- 
gious commitment through a variety of morning ablutions, the circumam- 
bulation of a cow, a polite gesture to the village deity, and the mumbling 
of Krishna's name (or that of Rama) ; he may take part in a festival that 
has only indirect religious significance ; one day he may visit a sacred river 
or a shrine. He is expected to be of service to the brahman whenever pos- 
sible. He will perform a variety of birth, marriage, and death rites, and — 

^The Vaishnavite sects, especially in South India, did not have the unified 
monastic organization establish^ by Shankara for the Shaivite movement. This 
worked to its disadvantage and prevented its success from being even more pronounced. 
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of greatest importance — ^he will adhere to the strict observance of caste 
law and duty. Certain rivers have magical powers, and to die at the 
waters of the Ganges is believed by most to be one of the surest means 
of salvation. 

By the epoch of the Gupta monarchs, beginning in the fourth century 
A.D., Indian religion had become overladen with orgiastic mysticism and 
sympathetic magic, animism, and a proliferation of gods. From time to 
time there were attempts to purify — ^such as the movement led by Shan^ 
kara. Often it will be argued that outward forms are not essential to 
reverence, and that the proper method of devotion is ardent meditation. 
But in truth there are many paths to emancipation, many forms that lib- 
eration will take, and many answers given to the multitude of questions 
that surround the imposing theory of transmigration. As one Indian 
scholar has remarked ; 

To those intent on work, there is Karma-yoga, the path of fulfilling 
the ordained duties and performing such meritorious acts as have been 
prescribed by scriptures. To those who are of an emotional nature, 
whose heart is not satisfied with impersonal acts or principles of ethical 
conduct and in whom there is an inner cry for hugging a supreme per- 
sonality to whom it could pour forth its love and homage, there is the 
path of devotion, Bhakti-yoga. And to those of the highest class who 
can revel only in the Abstract, there is the path of knowledge, Jnana- 
yoga, and the goal of realizing the one impersonal Absolute Brahman, 
which is the essence of Being, Light and Bliss, Chit and Ananda, 
Truly cultivated, these are not mutually conflicting, but different paths 
to one ultimate goal,® 

Many critics of Hinduism have regarded the confusion of morality 
with the performance of family and caste duty (the accomplishment of 
ritual acts rather than good deeds) as the most regrettable aspect of the 
religion. Too often the finer (jualities of devotion are lost in cow worship, 
fakir excess, and caste functions. Too often social injustices are treated 
with indifference and even condoned. Yet Hinduism has brought satis- 
faction to even the most miserable peasant. It has answered the popular 
need for a more concrete and accessible religious experience. 

THE TRANSCENDENTAL MIND 

“Knowledge,” according to one student of the mystical experience, 
“is acquired when we succeed in fitting a new experience into the system 
of concepts based upon our old experiences. Understanding comes when 
we liberate ourselves from the old and so make possible a direct, unmediated 
contact with the new, the mystery, moment by moment, of our existence. 

. . . Understanding is not conceptual, and therefore cannot be passed 
on."® The distinction is intended to point up basic differences in the Orien- 
tal and European approaches to and appraisals of the cognitive process. 
As a recent writer has commented, the Westerner moves from thought to 
thought, concept to concept, whereas the Indian more typically advances 
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from subjective condition to subjective condition.* The Westerner seeks to 
dominate nature, the Chinese to immerse himself in nature, and the Indian 
to escape it altogether.^® 

In the Upanishads mystic comprehension (gnosis) was considered to 
be the way to salvation. That which makes possible the comprehension 
of the universe is good. Desire and earthly ties impede this discovery of 
the immortal and hence are to be avoided.^^ Awareness had become the 
'•means for escaping the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth ; in unity with the 
Universal is liberation. To be freed from himself, man must renounce 
his old identities ; he must cciise to think in terms of “1.” In short, he must 
cease to he himself and, renouncing pleasure (which is the substance of 
the world’s restlessness), he finds his true identity — with Brahman, the 
eternal and comprehensive, the unmov^'d Mover, Creation and the Cause. 
Then, death ceases to have any significance. The anxious ego has already 
ceased to be. 

In the West the dominant tendency has been to view man and nature 
as a manifestation of God, His creation. But in India it was diflFerent. 
Sensory impressions hinder man’s knowledge of the life divine. Shankara 
did not maintain that life and experience were without value for man, since 
if he is to benefit from renunciation, lie must first have learned the lessons 
that the worldly pilgrimage provides. But the most important of these 
lessons is that the universe revealed to us through our senses is only illusion, 
maya. Because historical particulars continually perish, man can realize 
himself only outside the historical process — by transcending time, which 
holds the ego captive.^ Reality is the eternal, the changeless. 

This ideal of the vita contemplativa, of knowledge attainable only 
through retreat from worldly activities, replaced the ancient aristocratic 
ideal of the active, life-affirming man. The essence of the new philosophy 
was saihddhi, a trance-like state of contemplation, intense mental applica- 
tion that in its full realization destroys the boundary between subjective 
and objective. It was an ethic of nonaction, although such statements as 
“Kshatrahood de.serls him who knows Kshatrahood in aught else than 
the soul’’^^ permitted the ascetic theory to be modified in the interest of 
tulfilling caste duties. 

Eliade, in the introduction to his study of Yoga, remarks that the cen- 
tral concern of Indian thought is the “conditioning” and “deconditioning” 


< Northrop analyzes the diff-rence between the type of knowledge (Huxley’s 
“understanding”) tliat can be gamed only through experience, and thought that can 
he expressed in logically developed formal treatises and understood with only an 
indirect personal experience, focusing as it does on particulars abstracted from the 
entirely. The ^st stressed oneness, continuity, the all-embracing, and because logical 
inference and theoretical representation are considered subjective (and therefore 
unreal or at least highly relative), has lagged in the development of science. Northrop 
argues that the West neglects the religious import of immediate primary experience, 
and that therefore each outlook has something to offer the other. 

i “77/ w world is rejected, this life depreciated, because it is known that something 
else exists, beyond becoming, beyond temporality, beyond suffering. In religious 
terms it could almost be said that India rejects the profane cosmos and profane life, 
because it thirsts for a sacred world and a sacred mode of being.” (Eliade [117], p. 10.) 
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of man.^® Indian philosophy differs strikingly from European thought in 
the emphasis it places on the latter. Yoga, the general name for a vast 
assortment of techniques employed in this liberation, represented a reac- 
tion against metaphysics and ritual — ^though it, too, is a patterning and 
systematizing of life. Yoga is a discipline directed toward the achievement 
of the same kind of concrete and personal experience that is found in the 
popular devotion known as bhakti. “We always find some form of Yoga,” 
writes Eliade, “whenever the goal is experience of the sacred or the attain-^ 
ment of a perfect self-mastery, which is itself the first step toward the 
magical mastery of the world.”^^ 

Treading to the same ends as Yoga, similar to it in many ways, and 
closely associated with it, was the Sankhya (Sdhkhya) system. Zimmer 
describes the two as aspects of a single discipline.*' Radhakrishnan re- 
marks that “the Saihkhya method involves the renunciation of works 
and the Yoga insists on their performance in the right spirit. They are at 
bottom the same but the Yoga way comes more naturally to us. The 
two ways are not inconsistent. In Saihkhya, jnana or insight is empha- 
sized. In Yoga, volitional effort is stressed. In the one, wc know the 
Self by thinking away the alieii elements; in the other, wc will them 
away.”^® 

The atheistic Sankhya shares a number of features with Riiddhism, 
such as the belief in the “constant becoming” of the world and a conception 
of life as suffering.* The origin of the system is the subject of much con- 
troversy. Like Yoga it is very old, and outside the Vedic tradition. There 
have been several schools of doctrine but with the refinement of Sankhya 
theory it became possible to outline the basic presuppositions of the belief. 
Matter and spirit were considered to be derived from a single substance, 
prakriti, which was composed of three qualities (gitnas), interdependent, 
and yet counteracting. They are sattva (that which is pure, the contempla- 
tive power), rajas (that which is active), and tamas (that which is resistant 
to alteration, inertia). Prakriti possesses a spontaneous dynamism that 
manifests itself in evolutionary processes. There is also the concept of 
awareness, purusha {purusa), sometimes called the life-monad. The con- 
cept implies purpose in nature j because transformations of nature seek the 
realization of pure spirit, purusha may be understood as a final cause. 
Prakriti is the substance through which it works and the two exist in 
combination, acting together until the spirit is liberated from physical 
nature. The function of Yoga is to eradicate rajas and tamas, letiving only 
sattva, which reflects purusha without perversion or distortion. Such de- 

^ “Sankhya provides a basic theoretical exposition of human nature, enumerating 
and defining its elements, analyzing their manner of cooperation in the state of 
bondage (bandha), and describing their state of disentanglement or separation in 
release {moksa), while Yoga treats specifically of the dynamics of the process of 
the disentanglement, and outlines practical techniques for gaining release, or 'isola- 
tion-integration* {kaivalya)" (Zimmer [441], p. 280.) 

< Sankhya, in its theory of the' creation of the universe, pictures a deterioration 
from perfection, eventual dissolution followed by re-creation, and the cycle continues 
—a conception approximating heterodox belief. Vide Eliade [117], pp. 377-81 for 
a discussion of the relation between Sankhya and Buddhism, and pp. 367ff. for a 
bibliography on Sankhya. 
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conditioning and emancipation come with the removal, through discipline, 
of all that hinders true perception. Purusha will then he seen as distinct 
from prakriti. It is this comprehension that is the instrument of escape. 
Sankhya is not dependent on revelation that conies from without.^” 

This variety of asceticism, which finds its fullest expression in Yoga, 
has its roots in the aboriginal tradition, rather than the Indo-European. 
It “represents a living fossil, a modality of archaic spirituality that has 
survived nowhere else.“^^ It antedates the introduction of shamanism, and 
though it possesses many uni(iue aspects, it shares with shamanism certain 
symbolisms and practices : “They meet in ‘emergence from time’ and the 
abolition of history. . . . But while the shaman can obtain this spon- 
taneity only through his ecstasy . . . the true yogin . . . enjoys this un- 
conditioned situation continuously — i.e., he has succeeded in definitively 
abolishing time and history.”^** Yoga and shamanism represent, respec- 
tively, the techniques of samadhi and ecstasy — absorption in contrast to 
an overpowering rapture. Yoga may be an expression of pre-Aryan belief, 
but reincarnation is most probably not an idea indigenous to India. Nor 
did it arrive with the invaders. It made its appearance at about the same 
time that it came to Greece, and Central Asian shamanism appears to 
have been the source of both.^® 

Aristotle, concerned as he was with the conception of form struggling 
to realize itself in all matter, possessed a sharp sense of historical develop- 
ment and was one of the first to distinguish historical and physical time. 
Historical time is cumulative and progressive ; the past preserves itself in 
future stages — but they arc never the same as what has been before. His- 
torical time, the milieu of emissary prophecy, stands in contrast to the 
cyclical conception of time, h'or the archaic Greeks “everything moves in 
recurrences, like the eternal recurrence of sunrise and sunset, of summer 
and winter, of generation and corruption.’’-^ Whatever was to come would 
not be essentially different from what had been."^ 

The Greek temporal sense was far more positive than the view of time 
associated with Indian asceticism, which tended to emphasize decay over 
growth and to question the reality of the external world." In fact, the at- 
tempt was made to eradicate what little there was of the temporal per- 

The images rooted in the periodic conception of time have had their champions 
in the West. Nietzsche is the most famous of those who demanded that Being should 
not be sacrificed to Becoming. In discussing the theory and psychology of the eternal 
return, Eliade has remarked tha archaic man “is free to be no longer what he was, 
free to annul his own history tlirough periodic abolition of time and collective regen- 
eration. This freedom in respect to his own history — which, for the modern, is not 
only irreversible but constitutes human existcnce-^annot be claimed by the man who 
wills to be historical. We know that the archaic and traditional societies granted 
freedom each year to begin a new, a ‘pure* existence, with virgin possibilities.*’ 
(Eliade [116], p. 157.) This kind of argument has been reinforced in recent years 
by several attempts to employ Freudian concepts of the nature of repression, gratifica- 
tion, and the like, for purposes of evaluating freedom and happiness in modern indus- 
trial societies. It has been suggested, for example, that guilt has increased to the 
point where expiation in annual ceremonies is no longer possible; it is cumulative 
guilt that produces cumulative time. (Norman O. Brown, [46], p. 278.) 

The concept of the periodic creation and destruction of the world appears first 
‘ in Atharvaveda X, 8.39f. 
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ception, to replace the cyclical alteration with the subjective equilibrium 
of anesthetized man. Indian thought is driven “to sublimate space into 
the Infinite . . . rather than time into Eternity. Its goal is, psychologi- 
cally, the boundless rather than the timeless, since there is no inward feel- 
ing for the time dimension at all.”-^ With the triumph of the caste prin- 
ciple, the spatial appears to have vanquished the temporal. Life, the diary 
of suffering, can be transcended only outside time ; the things of this world 
must be put aside. The great cycles of time, the smallest unit of which was 
one thousand to four thousand years, could only have the effect of destroy- 
ing time.® And what are these units when measured against the life of 
Brahma, which was considered to be from 30 billion years to 700,000 bil- 
lion years? Such a conception dwarfs man so completely as to make the 
relationships of man in time quite meaningless.^* The endless birth, de- 
struction, and rebirth of universes, staggering to the imagination and 
shattering to the spirit, must have provided a powerful impulse to a view 
of life that would discount as illusory the world of sense experience. De- 
liverance would have to depend on spiritual transcendence of time and 
mastery of the unconscious. 

The function of memory is less emphasized in Yoga than in Buddhism, 
although the capacity to recollect former lives is deemed important.** The 
unconscious, to be controlled, must be made manifest, and memory is one 
of several techniques for revealing the recesses of personality. “Thus one 
reaches the paradoxical moment beyond which time did not exist because 
nothing was yet manifested. The meaning and end of this yogic technkiuc, 
which consists in unrolling time in reverse, arc perfectly clear. Through 
it the practitioner obtains the true superknowledge, for he not only suc- 
ceeds in re-cognizing all his former lives, but he reaches the very ‘begin- 
ning of the world.’ ”** It might be said that remembrance transports us 
back to that moment when reality and the pre-ego of narcissism were not 
differentiated. Memory may become a weapon against a world of aliena- 
tion. And it may, as in Platonic theory, be a safeguard against the illusion 
of “reality.” In clearing away impediments to recollection of the true 
principle, we find a method similar to the role of free-association in psycho- 
analysis — the patient inquiry that educates the emotions. In this process 
time may be vanquished and the past regained, a past devoid of tension. As 
this relief from excitation is approximated (or, put positively, as the state 
of gratification is reached) the distinction between life and death di- 
minishes, the distinction between pleasure principle and Nirvana fades.*^ 
Yoga teaclies how to escape the world, how to find release from the prisons 
of time and personality. 

o The ages that compose a cycle of time are named for throws in the dice game. 
The original age of perfection is represented by the winning four pips — a number 
that symbolizes completeness. According to some sources, in the present age (the 
Kali Yuga), only one quarter of the dharma remains and the epoch lasts only a 
quarter as long as the original (Kcita) yuga. The yugas may be likened to (and 
perhaps had their inspiration in) the Avestan world-ages, which divided time into 
four periods of three thousand years each. 

V Krishna says in the Gita (IV, 5) that he knows all his lives. 
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It is interesting to note that although Rousseau exalted the classical 
ideal of the citizen, there runs through his writings a theme that would 
seem to subvert his major thesis and to link him with the mystical tradi- 
tion. For Rousseau, the self is larger than the confines of society (and of 
sense experience) . In solitary contemplation, which heightens man’s sensi- 
bilities and allows him to escape the constraints of time, the individual 
“loses himself with a delicious intoxication in the immensity of that beau- 
tiful system with which he feels identified. Then all particular objects 
escape him ; he sees and feels nothing except in the whole of things.”-® Such 
a feeling, intensifying as it does the sense of pure existence, is no self- 
denying yogic trance ; it is the attempt to confront nature directly as men 
once did — but the experience is richer, more clearly articulated, because 
man has risen above his original natural state. Society seems to find its 
highest justification in those men (Rousseau would include himself) who 
take flight from reality in imagination and meditation. And there is no 
insistence that the philosopher return from the blinding light of Truth to 
teach his fellow men. The idea would seem to be an attempt to provide a 
haven from society, but, as Leo Strauss points out, it was more than that : 
“It was the ideal basis for an appeal from society to something indefinite 
and undefinable, to an ultimate sanctity of the individual as individual, 
unredeemed and unjustified.”^® 

In Western thought the individual is thus so often protected, and his 
value preserved, by reference to an undefined and undefinable freedom. 
In classical Hindu thought, contemplation and the escape from time did 
not have as their goal the sensitizing of the individual to the fact of his 
existence. For Rousseau, freedom is always essentially an affirmation; 
for the Hindu a “liberation,” the negation of error. Contemplation is, for 
Rousseau, alw'ays an active experience ; it is the meditation of the artist, 
acutely'aware of his historic individuality. P. Masson-Oursel-*^ suggests 
that the Indian idea of liberation docs not take on a positive nature until 
the later Huddhism of the Greater Vehicle, which teaches the importance 
of re-employing energies released from their former enslavement of egoism 
and desire.^ The purpose is to create a true and active freedom based on 
the discipline that allows full unfolding of potential. 

The ancient ritual of the tribal communities had had the effect, Eliade 
suggests, of cleansing man’s relation with the world around him, of wiping 
the slate clean, so to speak. The gods were believed to be directly manipu- 
lated by the sacrifice. Now, in the epoch of the salvation religions, man’s 
supreme realization had come to be seen in terms of identity with the 
sublime principle of the universe. And this principle was itself drained of 

9 We have argued above (p. 103) that such a freeing of ego functions may 
have been the original intent of the Buddha. We must of course be wary of employing 
naturalistic theories, which assume an autonomous center of energy (although the 
concept of rajas would seem to indicate a belief in such an energy source), and we 
must avoid identifying the mystical experience with modern ^^authoritarian” attempts 
to escape an unwanted self. Such feelings as the desire for revenge will not take the 
same destructive forms in a society of fixed social ranks. Vide Max Scheler, 
Ressentiment, transl. by W. Holdheim, Glencoe (111.), 1961, pp. 50f. 
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the positive, assertive Eros. Instead of emphasizing a higher form of 
psychic life that is of value in itself, religious theoiy remained centered on 
the idea of a universal world-soul. Man can free himself from his en- 
vironment because he can transform the organic world into objects. And 
he can objectify only to the extent that he frees himself from the affects and 
drives that immerse him (like the animal) in the world. But the free play 
of spirit is not the goal. The mystic seeks to reimmerse himself in the 
universal One. By repressing his vital drives he seeks to overcome the 
consciousness of his own self as object. The world then ceases to appear 
as resistance.*® 

Whereas formerly man purified himself and influenced the gods 
through the act (of ritual), he was now counseled either to avoid the act 
or to surmount the distinction of subject and object that shapes responses 
to the world. But the dancing figure of Shiva and the loving god Krishna 
were moving to the center of Indian religious life. The rigorous discipline 
of the yogic practitioner is representative of only a small, though influential, 
fraction of the community. Most of the people have chosen less demanding 
paths, such as bhakti, and have made do with the purely receptive vision 
when intense mental application was beyond their capacity. In the bhakti 
religions, we encounter the revelation that radiates from grace, an idea 
more familiar to the European. God comes to man who, in his helpless 
state, can qualify himself only through belief and his own humility. In 
God’s benevolence there is not the caprice or miracle that so often is found 
in Western conceptions of grace. 

Basic to the Indian mentality is an imagination that combines with a 
metaphysical inclination to press the search for unity and to magnify con- 
cepts into terms of the infinite and universal,'* It would not be loo far 
from the truth to say that for the typical Hindu the universe and the life 
it supports are viewed as a comprehensive whole, each part contrihuting 
in Its own way to the harmonious working of the totality. God is not the 
same as the universe, although he permeates the world : “the world is in 
God and not God in the world.” There may be varying degrees of divinity 
in this world, but nothing is undivine. Though the sentiment may not be 
easily articulated, the Hindu believes that greater regard for the particular 
over the universal ends in self-love. And he knows that through the per- 
formance of the functions of his station in life he may ultimately find his 
true fulfillment. 

** Beni Prasad comments that the Hindu intellect appears at its best in synthesis. 
**It is seldom at home in analysis and induction. It achieves its triumphs in declaration 
rather than in dissection.^ On the other hand, Indian thinking is remarkably clear and 
tends to run an idea to its extreme logical consequences. It gains in fulness but it 
underestimates the complexities of life.” (Prasad [323], p. 2.) 



PART III 

The Ascendance of Royal Authority 
and the Great Age of Hindu Theory 


H * THE SHANTIPARVA 

AND THE LOGIC OF DANDA 

indra’s sin 

The period most fertile in the formulation of political ideas was the 
age, asceticism and the mystical gnosis, metempsychosis, and the belief 
into the early centuries of the Christian epoch. By the beginning of this 
age, asceticism and the mystical gnosis, metempsychosis, and the belief 
ill avatars of the gods had been incorporated into Indian religion. The 
ITpanishads were instrumental in guiding Hinduism away from dualism 
and giving it a primarily monistic theological form. In addition to the 
great philosophical systems of the age, there developed a new and in some 
instances almost secular, literature, which included the two great heroic 
e])ics — the Ramayana and Malulbhdrata,^ the Arthasdstra of Kautalya, 
and the law books of Manu, Yfijhavalkya, Narada, and Brihaspati. Some 
of these works -especially the Mahabharata — reflect institutions and ideals 
of earlier ])criods of Indian history as well as conditions of the time in 
which they were written, compiled, or revised. In the centuries en- 
compassed by this literature, political units had grown to a considerable 
size, and their earlier tribal character had all but disappeared. The Aryans 
had settled as far east as modern Bengal, and as far south as the Andhra 
country. 

The epics are, in part, attempts to popularize Vedic religion and meta- 
physics. However, it is clear that significant portions of the Mahabharata 
were influenced by Sankhya doctrine — ^perhaps the most important philo- 
so])hical influence on the d^ velopment of early Hinduism — before the 
epic was revised to conform with Vedanta. But the Sankhya of the Ma- 
habharata may never have been entirely that of the philosophers. In its 
classical form the system was atheistic and rationalist, but it was very 
closely associated with theistic Yoga in many respects, including basic 
technicpic. Yoga incorporates a God far superior in power to the purusha 
(pure spirit) of Sankhya. Though contradictory to the central philo- 
sophical conceptions of Sankhya, the concept of God appeared in the 

^ The Mahabharata reaches its philosophical culmination in the Bhagavad Gltd, 
.which appears in Section VI of the sixth book (Bhi^aparva), 
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course of the development of the system. This God figured as but one 
of the purushas, and was therefore not conceived as designer of the uni- 
verse. It might be said that God represented the highest excellence — ^an 
example for man and an object for his devotion. And he was seen as 
sympathetic to men : if they would place their trust in him, he could be 
relied upon to help them attain spiritual release.' 

In Sankhya, man himself is responsible for the working out of his des- 
tiny. But God’s ways are sometimes mysterious, and social actions have 
no particular relation to salvation. Weber has remarked that, in its reli- 
gious theory, the Mahabharata leaves us with the question of Job : 

King Yudhischthira of the Epic in his blameless misfortune discusses 
with his spouse the reign of God. The woman comes to the conclusion 
that the great God only plays with men according to his whims. A 
genuine solution is as little found here as in Job : one should not say 
such things, for by the grace of God the good receive immortality and, 
above all, without this belief the people would not practice virtue. This 
has quite a different ring from the philosophy of the Upanishads which 
knows nothing of such a world regime by a personal God.* 

This new concept of faith, the need for devotion to a redemptive agent, 
figures prominently in the Bhagavad Gita. Right action pertains to caste 
obligation. Action must be performed without thought of gain ; the actor 
who remains detached is freed from the guilt that might accrue from his 
actions.’ The poem is primarily concerned with the swadharma of the 
warrior noble, whose role could not be reconciled with ascetic withdrawal. 
It is probably valid to say that Sankhya did not encourage an ethic for the 
conduct of worldly affairs. From a social point of view it was necessary 
that its gnostic mysticism be modified by caste considerations. Conduct 
was regulated by caste prescriptions and prohibitions, detailed and par- 
ticularistic regulations sanctified by the older religion. 

Nevertheless, in the epic; the discipline of concentration and medita- 
tion has begun to replace the earlier emphasis on sacrifice, though clearly 
it is understood that not all men are qualified to pursue this technique. The 
relationship of myth and ritual was no longer as direct as it had once been ; 
liturgical attempts at ‘'correspondence” had declined in significance. Caste 
distinctions were fully admitted, and the worst of crimes was to challenge 
the caste order. Some new gods appear, among them Kama, god of love, 
and Kubera, god of riches. However, although the popularization of 
Brahmanism and the influence of new religious and philosophical systems 
did appreciably change the nature of !)elief and worship, the debt of Hindu- 
ism to non- Aryan spiritual elements should not be taken to imply a break 
with the older hieratic religion. 

Sankhya doctrine and the emphasis on yogic practice in effect replaced 
the professional gnosis of Brahmanism ; instead of the comprehension of 
the holy, the goal becomes the attainment of a miraculous ability. There 
was never a complete departure from the older brahman conception of the 
magical quality of gnosis. Yogic technique could not be judged heterodox. 
The position of the brahman was not questioned, nor were ritual duties as 
such disparaged. But in fact, salvation conceived in Sankhya or Yoga 
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terms constituted a serious threat to the authority of the sacred writings 
and allowed no substantial role for ritual — except as a preparation for 
gnostic knowledge. The brahmans could not condone such devaluation of 
Vedic rite. It was the Vedanta system, with its stress on the value of 
social and ritual duties in the attainment of the higher wisdom, and its 
relation (as the name suggests) to the Vedic samhitas, that was to prove 
more congenial to the priestly group. The impersonal principle of Brah- 
man,* which had come to take the place of the older Prajapati in esoteric 
thought, made too many demands on the imagination to permit any wide 
appeal. Brahma at Icnglli emerged as a personal deity not appreciably 
different from Prajapati who, in the Vedic age, stood supreme over the 
frequently capricious gods of the pantheon. 

The bulk of the Mahabharata, the ‘‘fifth Veda,’* is a collection of 
legends of the northwest, and especially the Punjab — India’s holy land. 
The Ramayana contains the stories of the northeastern kingdoms. But 
here the legends were rewritten by one man, the poet Vfdmlki, who played 
a role analogous to that of Homer. The Ramayana contributes little to 
political theory, though it docs dwell on the need for government and the 
misery and misfortune that result from its absence.® The work recounts 
the exploits of one of the incarnations of Vishnu, the indefatigable hero 
Rama, who is depicted as bringing civilization to the benighted aborigines.® 
Macdonell believed that Ramayana TI-IV antedate the Mahabharata in 
its epic form. And there is little doubt that the first and last of the seven 
books of the narrative are hater in composition than the others. But be- 
cause the Rama legend presumably relates to the Aryan invasion of South 
India, wc are probably not justified in concluding tliat it is an earlier work 
than the Mahabharata on the grounds that the setting of the latter seems 
to indicate that Aryan civilization had extended over a broader area and 
the culture had become less homogeneous than that described in the 
Ramayana. It can be said, however, that in their final form the Mahabha- 
rata and the Ramayana were approximately contemporaneous. 

Such incarnations as Rama and Krishna provide a means for relating 
the worship of specific and manifold forms with monotheism — a mono- 
theism that in itself eludes precise definition. It is the function of the 
avatar to rescue dharma in limes of stress and disorder. The concept of 
the avatar introduces into Indian thought a type of leadership that deviates 
from traditional authority based on ascription and committed to the estab- 
lished institutions and values of the community. When the basis of the 
social order is threatened, the hero emerges to restore authority through his 
charismatic power. 

The Mahabharata^ is frecjuently more secular than religious in tone ; 

^ The anarchic state of nature is described in detail in Ramayana IT, 69, but the 
discussion differs little from that in Mahabharata XII, 67. 

® For a brief account of the Rama myth, vide W. Norman Brown [49], pp. 291 ff. 

The Great Poem (or War) of the Descendants of Bharata. The work exists 
in two recensions, known as the “Northern” and the “Southern” versions, the latter 
of which is the longer. A critical edition is being prepared by the Bhandarkar Oriental 
Research Institute in Poona. It will be based on all the extant manuscripts of the 
work. 
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the work had its origin in lays composed to commemorate the deeds of a 
great warrior and may have been connected in some way with the royal 
sacrifice. Many of the incidents go far back into the remote Vedic period. 
Transition from one story to another is often confused and awkward. 
These lays were later worked over by the priests, who expanded the mean- 
ing of the ballads, linked them together with prose narration, and inter- 
polated treatises on ethical and theological problems. The major brahman 
modifications and additions probably date from about the second and first 
centuries b.c. A considerable part of the rajadharma portion of the 
Shantiparva, which shares so much with the dharmashastra texts, be- 
longs to the first centuries a.d. Many of the peoples mentioned could not 
have been known to the Indians before this time. And some of the practices 
referred to in the epic suggest certain quasi-feudal institutions of Gupta 
times. But a large portion of the epic predates the apotheosis of the 
knight Arjuna, which would make it earlier than the time of the gram- 
marian Panini, who lived in the fourth century b.c. The mythology of the 
Mahabharata may in some respects be more ancient than the Rigveda 
itself.® 

The great conflict at the heart of the epic,, arising from a dynastic 
controversy in the Kuru tribe and involving Pandava and Kaurava 
cousins,^ probably took place in the tenth or ninth centuries b.c., although 
popular tradition has located it as early as 3102, the beginning of the 
Kali-yuga. All India supposedly participated in the battle, which stormed 
for eighteen days on the plain of Kuruksetra, in the vicinity of modern 
Delhi. BhTsma, the senior statesman of the Kurus, destined to die within 
half a year from wounds acquired in battle, grants the combatants his 
parting words of wisdom on law and polity and the more abstract problems 
of philosophy and ethics. These words, and those recounting the rivalries of 
the two noble houses and the adventures of Yudhishthira {Y udhisthira) , 
add up to a narrative bulk eight times the size of the Iliad and Odyssey 
combined. In the Bhagavad Gita, Krishna, avatar of Vishnu and charioteer 
of the warrior-prince Arjuna, seeks to convince the kshatriya of the need 
to fulfill his caste duty. Arjuna, who had lost conviction in his motives for 
fighting, returns to the battle confident of the importance of upholding 
dharma. This rationale has sometimes been interpreted as a criticism of 
Buddhist pacificism. Its significance is still debated. 

Hopkins many years ago concluded that the original narrative core of 
the epic is impossible to isolate from the later mythical and moralistic 
accretions,^ and few present-day students of the Mahabharata would ques- 
tion this judgment. Several years before Hopkins’ commentary on the 
epic, Dahlmann argued that the work must be analyzed in terms of both 
narrative and didactic components, but he concluded that the story of the 
great battle had been made the vehicle of a moral lesson by a diaskeuast 

« For a guide to the elaborate and confusing array of epic deities and mythologies, 

Hopkins [181]. 

f It is worth noting that the word for foe (bhrdtrvya) means, etymologically, 
cousin, son of the father’s brother. 
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sometime in the later Brahmanic period — and went so far as to suggest 
that the engagement between the Kauravas and Pandavas may never have 
taken place.® Fifty years earlier, Holtzmann had advanced the theory that 
at first the Kauravas were the representation of virtue, and that traces of 
this earlier moral superiority remain,^ giving the epic a tone of moral 
ambiguity.® It is not only this ambivalence that has confused scholars — ^the 
very figure of Krishna alternates between saintliness and deception. Held 
rejects the solution, popular among students of the Mahabharata, that 
evidences of Krishna worship are later interpolations, and insists that the 
dual character of Krishna must provide the point of departure for a proper 
interpretation of the work.^ This ambiguity is most evident in the rela- 
tionship of the two combatants. Employing the analogy of the phratry 
relationship (but without equating the two peoples with the tribal moie- 
ties), Held claims that the Pandavas and Kauravas exist in a state of 
“hostile friendship”'^ — an association that creates the tension on which the 
ritual life of the tribe depends.® 

Held would have it that the Kauravas and Pandavas are specialists in 
the ritual functions of the potlatch and of the initiation, respectively. The 
primary instance of the potlatch and the gaming competition often as- 
sociated with it is to be found in the second book of the Mahabharata, in 
which the splendor of the Pandava’s sabha and the magnificence of the 
food and gifts are described. After the festivities, Duryodhana, the son 
of the Kuril king and cousin of the l^andavas, experiences a series of 
humiliations and swears vengeance. The Kauravas counter with a sabha 
of their own and build a pavilion that glows with countless precious stones. 
Here was an opulence and extravagance that had never before been 
known. At the potlatch Yudhishthira was challenged to a game of dice. 
Gambling was Yudhishthira’s fatal flaw, and his ruin was rapid and com- 
plete. Stripped of their wealth and their realm, he and his brothers and 
their common wife, Draupadi, were banished for thirteen years — ^after 
which time they were to receive back their kingdom. 

For the initiatory rite, the ritual that reveals the sacred to men, we 
must turn to the Bhagavad Gita. On the eve of the great battle between 
the Pandavas and the forces of Duryodhana, which followed the refusal 
of Duryodhana to honor the settlement whereby Yudhishthira and his 
brothers would recover their rights, Krishna instructs the initiate Arjuna 
in the ways of knowing God and the obligations of the varnashrama- 
dharma. We shall turn presently to this divine counsel. 

Several scholars have attempted to solve a problem that has long 
fascinated Indologists.® Tlie five Pandava brothers share a wife — and yet 
we know that among the Aryans polyandrous relationships were rare. 
Wikander has reached the conclusion that the five sons of Pandu* were 

9 The Kauravas, for example, can be conquered only by means of fraud. 

* “From whatever angle we may view the relation between the two parties, it 
is ever that selfsame wavering between the extremes of friendship and enmity which 
we perceive.'* (Held [171 J, p. 298.) 

* The younger brother of the blind Kuru king Dhrtara§tra. 
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actually not his sons, but children of the gods. Three of them, Yudhishthira, 
Hhitna, and Arjuna, were sired by Dharnia (a later name for Mitra), 
Vayu, and Indra, respectively. Their mother was Pandu’s wife Kuntl. 
Pandu’s other wife, MadrI, conceived the twins Nakula and Sahadeva 
by the Vedic twin deities known as the Asvins. Nakula and Yudhishthira, 
therefore, have no blood relationship. According to this thesis, Yudhish- 
thira represents the sovereign authority of Mitra, and Bhima and Arjuna 
are the great warriors who symbolize the two types of kshatriya character. 
Although Indra is depicted as intemperate and boastful, he is mildness 
itself when compared with the vigorous Vayu. The hero who represents 
the latter type is, in Dumezil’s words, “a human beast,'' a lusty adventurer, 
a trifle stupid but free of malice. His fellow warrior, Arjuna, the son of 
Indra, stands for the true chivalric spirit ; he is civilized and ordered in 
his ways, knowledgeable in the use of arms, and sociable. The twins, like 
the helpful Asvins, exist to serve their “brothers" they personify the 
vaishya virtues. 

Their wife, Draupadi, appears to be the human counterpart of the 
Vedic goddess Sarasvatl (or Vac), who serves to synthesize the three 
functions. This, then, could explain a marriage arrangement that was 
surely atypical. Though we know that at one time Mitra was associated 
with the Brahma and Vanina with the Kshalra principle, the equating of 
Yudishthira with the brahman ideal poses difficulties, since so much of the 
epic is devoted to teaching him the proper conduct of a king and since 
Draupadi herself is critical of him for his anti-kshatriya attitudes.^” It is 
of course impossible to construct a consistent theory on the basis of a text 
that has been reworked time and again and that in its extant form reveals 
a heavy brahman influence. The brahmans, intent on making the world 
safe for orthodoxy, must describe the kind of nile most compatible with 
sacred law and most congenial to their interests. In certain of the episodes 
in the great epic, Krishna appears to have been appropriated by the priests 
and made the vehicle of their arguments. But he also represents values that 
had begun to threaten the integrity of Vedic culture. The revised docu- 
ment may be understood as an attempt to buttress brahman authority 
against the threat of alien beliefs. We may assume that secular ideals were 
still fairly uniform throughout society and that, as in the last years of the 
eleventh century when the clergy of Europe began to adapt the chanson de 
geste to its own ends, the heroic epic was a means of influencing the 
humbler strata of society. 

Insofar as Yudhishthira would make political and military considera- 
tions secondary to the ethical and religious, he may be viewed as the em- 
bodiment of the spiritual principle — ^which, according to the brahmans, 
must be the true sovereign power. The mythology probably goes back to 
the time of the original atharvan priests, an age before the brahmans had 

t It is significant that the lowci* orders of society are not considered blood brothers 
of the ruling classes, and that even the three who represent the brahman and kshatriya 
groups arc only stepbrothers. 
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achieved an authoritative position in the social hierarchy. We might even 
surmise that the two kshalriya types (Vayu and Indra) were the most 
vivid expression of the distinction that became the symbolic basis of the 
later Brahma-Kshatra duality. Possibly the original Mitra-Varuna dichot- 
omy was restated to preserve the early kshatriya dual character (which 
may have symbolized the two main Aryan groups), and Mitra api)ropriated 
by the rising brahman class. Eventually the twofold principle of sover- 
eignty would be restored. 

More revealing for the study of political thought is the dual character 
of Lord Krishna himself. Krishna, who appears in the epic as a tribal god, 
was probably an actual person. In the stories that surround him (which 
may well represent different traditions) he is portrayed as the divine 
herdsman and great lover and as the clever consultant to his cousin war- 
riors in their campaigns. Krishna was closely associated with the kshatriya 
nobility, and his role as avatar, protector of the dliarma, would necessarily 
involve him in kshatriya functions. We should expect Krishna, as an ex- 
pression of divinity, to i)ersonify righteousness as well as honor. We are 
not prepared, therefore, to find him described as a trickster, a master at 
deception, a wily fox. 'fhe explanation goes beyond Huizinga’s conten- 
tion that in archaic culture, departures from the rules of the game were 
not regarded in the same way that we would regard them today 

Tn ancient civilizations order and tradition were sanctified. Mitra, as 
we have seen, represents stability and symmetry. Rut Mitra, though su- 
preme, is dependent on Vanina, and Varuna stands for the active, assertive 
quality that we have contrasted with the cohesive. Here is the essence of 
the ambiguity: llie sacred is clearly distinguished from the lower political 
order, and yet the indispensable role of protection and regulation, and 
even of violence, in preserving dharrna is recognized. We might speak of 
the kshatriya or political function as a “sanctioned sin.” Arjuna sees 
clearly (in the Gita) the evils of war ; it is the divine Krishna who reminds 
him of tlie kshatriya obligation to fight. The kshatradharma maintains the 
order of things, just as the avatar comes forth to restore the sacred order 
when dharrna is tlireatencd. This “sinfulness” inherent in the kshatriya 
duty (because order demands its very opposite, violence) makes the war- 
rior dependent on the brahman for absolution. This is not a grudging 
admission of the political function. The brahmans are themselves too con- 
vinced of the tendency to anarchy that results when the governing power 
is weakened. 

The idea of the political as sinful (albeit a necessary evil) is not unique 
to India. It can be seen in the warning of the liigh priest Samuel ; in the 
moral ambiguity surrounding David, who went so far as to disregard the 
very ritual taboos by which the warrior role was purified — but who suc- 
ceeded in reconciling the covenant between God and Israel with the author- 
ity of his own house.* “ In Platonic theory it can be seen in the qualitative 
difference between change per se and the “change” that establishes an 
order based on the Good (an idea that may have its source in the ancient 
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Greek concept of the Great Legislator*). And Plato hoped to eliminate 
most of what we would consider the i)olitical, once this order was estab- 
lished. 

Public policy may have to deviate at times from accepted values and 
standards of conduct. It is not simply that expedience serves the private 
purposes of those in power. Far more important is the need to reconcile 
conflicting claims with one another and with social norms. The Romans 
sought to meet this difficulty by rooting authority in the act of foundation 
itself — ^the charismatic and peculiarly political act that creates community. 
With Christianity the concept of revealed Truth reappears, but the Roman 
emphasis on tradition shaped the Christian theory of temporal authority. 
In medieval philosophy, before the Aristotelianism of St. Thomas, govern- 
ment was closely linked to man’s capacity for sin : political institutions 
were at once the punishment and remedy for sin, and the consequence of 
man’s imperfection. And finally, at the beginning of the modern era, we 
find Machiavelli insisting that morality can exist only in a context that 
is itself not created by morality, and counseling the leader to learn “how 
not to be good” if he would know the ultimate secret of political life. The 
violent act of Romulus is justified by its results, and the Roman myth of 
foundation receives a new significance in Machiavelli’s argument that 
society is ever being founded anew. Authority struggles to free itself from 
tradition.^® 

Krishna and the kshatriya noble represent the inevitable tension be- 
tween the action that social justice and social order require and the very 
principles upon which this order is structured. The dilemma, which haunts 
the political and gives it the semblance of amorality. is first expressed in 
the figure of Indra, the boisterous god of the Aryans, whose sins are care- 
fully chronicled in the brahman texts. In this chapter and the next, we 
shall deal with the attempt to tame Indra and the heroic ideal of action he 
represents, the recognition of the reality and necessity of power, and the 
search for a principle of legitimacy that could provide the basis for dis- 
tinguishing force from authority. 

The Shantiparva is the major source of political commentary in the 
Mahabharata. The subject of this didactic collection of folk- wisdom, the 
twelfth book of the epic, is niti — ^the science of worldly pursuit. In it the 
king’s responsibilities are enumerated and the broader questions of caste 
obligations, right conduct, and ethics of government are discussed. We 
are told repeatedly that in the state which has no king, the natural order 
of the universe is disrupted and destroyed. Therefore, when kshatriya 
power declines and the social order is threatened, members of any class 
may take action to prevent lawlessness, for anarchy is to be avoided at 
any cost. 

^ “From the great deeds attribaited to a Draco, Solon, Lycurgus, and Cleisthenes, 
there was drawn the towering figure of the law-giver, suddenly intruding to .save the 
disintegrating life of the polls and to re-establish it on a fresh foundation.” (Wolin 
[434], p. 53.) The statement could as accurately describe Krishna— except that the 
avatar gives new inspiration to old forms. 
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The state of nature, as Bhishma describes it to Yudhishthira, was first 
a condition of righteousness and bliss.*^ Dharma kept everything in its 
proper place and there was no need of danda.* Decadence, taking the form 
of anti-social personality traits that developed gradually in man, at last 
made necessary the restraining power of the king. The shadow of greed 
and lust fell over the peaceful scene and a disorder, comparable to Hobbes’ 
state of nature, resulted.’® This condition of anarchy is mdtsya-nyana, 
the “laV of the fishes” (i.c., no law). It is a metaphorical description of 
lawlessness employed frequently in the literature of Hindu polity. In these 
verses it is the gods — not the people — who appeal to Brahma in the time 
of chaos. The dandaniti*" composed by Brahma was ineffective without 
an executive power to enforce the sacred laws. Vishnu was therefore ap- 
pointed to this office by the gods and, entering the body of Prithu, who 
had made a compact with the people and sworn to uphold brahman immu- 
nities, he became king.* Hence the king was seen as the heir of Vishnu, a 
product of the divine energy, and his legitimacy was derived from his 
divine ordination. 

It appears that we are really more justified in considering this a contract 
between the king and the brahmans, and a unilateral contract at that : the 
king promises to protect and respect the brahmans and to grant them 
privileges. This view of the origin of kingship is almost certainly a later 
addition to the Shantiparva, and it has been contrasted with the ideas that 
appear in cha])ters 67 and 68 of the Shantiparva, 

The intent of both jiortions is to exalt the authority of the ruler. Very 
little is said of restrictions on this authority. The crucial importance of 
danda in combating the evils of anarchy is stressed. Without the king, 
who wields the rod of punishment, “men cannot enjoy their wealth and 
wives.” And for this reason, “an intelligent man should protect as his 
own what belongs to the king. . . . The king is the heart of his people; 
he is their great refuge ; he is their glory ; and he is their greatest happiness. 
Those men, O king, who are attached to the king, can conquer both this 
and the next world.”^*’ Here the stale of nature seems to be from the 

*Jayaswal held that this condition was once the ideal — ^that men believed that 
dharma could and should rule without danda. The term for this positive state of 
nature he took to be arajaka. And he went so far as to claim that such a political 
experiment may have taken jdacc, though it must have been confined to small political 
units. ([199], pp. 86f.) This idea has been criticized by Ghoshal ([146|; [144], 
p. 213, n.3), who goes l)ack to the texts themselves to prove that arajaka, the ruler- 
less state, was far from a TolstoyMi ideal. Jayaswal admits the cynical view of the 
Mahahharata which makes arajaka synonymous with matsyanyaya (survival of the 
strong). Part of the difliculty is that Jayaswal draws attention to Shantiparva 59.14 
(“All men used to protect one another piously") without noting that the spirit of this 
verse is quite distinct from the tenor of Shantiparva 67. 17f. In view of clan and family 
regulation (what we might call “traditional” authority), a political unit without a 
central government is not an impossibility. But Ghoshal is right in .stating that 
Jayaswal's theory of early Indian idealism does not do ju.stice to the facts. 

»» The Mahahharata uses the term dandaniti to designate the science of constraint 
or, more broadly, of government. 

» The first mention of Prithu (Prthu) as the original anointed king appears in the 
Shatapatha Brahmana, Prithu was not the first king, but seventh in line. Experience 
under his predecessors had been so unfortunate that he was constrained to take a 
•coronation oath before ascending to his office. 
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beginning a state of anarchy, a situation radically different from the golden 
age of Buddhist theory. “If there were no king on Earth for holding the 
rod of punishment, the strong would then have oppressed the weak after 
the manner of fishes in the water. We have heard that men, in days of 
yore, in consequence of anarchy, were ruined, devouring one another like 
stronger fishes devouring the weaker ones in the water.”^^ In these pas- 
sages kingship is not the result of a bilateral agreement between the people 
and one of their own ; it is the creation of divine will, and in the agreement, 
if we may call it such, the people make extravagant promises to the (reluc- 
tant) king designated by l^rahma. One verse^® does refer to the “election” 
of the king, but in no modern sense of the word docs election play a part 
in the theory of the origin of the coercive authority of the state. 

According to the Shantiparva (“The Book of Peace”), what men want 
most — or at least what is most necessary — is order ; and “when the science 
of politics (chastisement) is neglected, the Vedas and all virtues decline.”^® 
The king who possesses the rod of chastisement, says Arjuna, “sways all 
subjects and protects them. The rod of chastisement is awake when all 
else is under sleep. For this, the wise have designated the rod of punish- 
ment as righteousness itself. ... If puni.shment were done away with 
in this world, creatures would soon be destroyed.”®® The theory is postu- 
lated on the same assumption of man’s natural wickedness that we find 
in earlier writings. Danda is that which sustains righteousness. We are 
provided with a vivid image of the “god” chastisement. “In form he looks 
like a blazing fire. His complexion is dark like that of the petals of the 
blue lotus. He is equipped with four teeth, has four arms and eight legs 
and many eyes. His ears are pointed like shafts and his hair stands erect. 
He has matted locks and two tongues. His face has the hue of copj^er and 
he is clad in a lion’s skin.”®^ 

The ruler who fails to protect his subjects is compared in the Shanti- 
parva to the barren wife, the dry cow, and the bull that bears no burden.®® 
A king was theoretically unable to take refuge in the particular nature of 
the age in which he lived as an excuse for failure to fulfill his duty as pro- 
tector and upholder of dharma.*^ The Mahabharata declares, on the con- 
trary, that the king is the maker of his age.®® Dandaniti was conceived as 
the guarantor of the proper functioning of the universe. This concept, 
expressed more positively as rajadharma,® the royal duty, is the keystone 
of the arch of duties, the duty upon which all others depend, the securer 
of property and the guardian of the family. 

But in times of emergency it may be necessary to depart from the 
customary precepts of dharma. We read that duties may be based on 
truth {satya), on reasoning (upapatti), on good custom (sadhracara or 


P Hinduism divides time into kalpas, which are further divided into mahUyugas, 
which, in turn, consist of four ages. According to the Mahabharata (III, 12, 826) 
and Manu (I, 69) a mahayuga Cists 12,000 years. A thousand mahayugas make a 
kalpa, which is equal to one day in the life of Brahma. It is our bad fortune to be 
living in an age of evil which follows an idyllic period that existed some five thousand 
years ago. 

® The study of polity was first designated rajadharma and, as the word suggests, 
referred more specifically to principles of royal conduct. 
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'saddcdra), and on expediency {updya.^^ The recommendations of the 
sage Bharadvaja, who expounds a program of expediency, are meant to 
apply only in crisis situations when dharma can be preserved only by 
extreme measures.^"* If possible, the king must avoid using the “wily 
wisdom.” Although the ruthless techniques employed at critical times 
were not to govern the conduct of the state in normal times, we must re- 
member that the “normal” situation for this society was a condition ap- 
proaching what we would today call cold war. Stability depended on 
diplomatic arrangements that shifted as the loci of power shifted, and that 
were based on the calculation of advantage, the wily wisdom. 

As Bhishma explains it, the kshatriya dharma is beyond good and evil. 
Rama declares at one point that he is renouncing the kshatradharma, which 
masks sin as righteousness and invites hypocrisy.^^' The “sinfulness of 
Indra” is the theme of Shantiparva 97: Yudhishthira expounds on the 
iniquity inherent in the king’s duty. But the guru Bhishma answers that 
the stain of sins incurred in battle leaves the hero with his very blood.-^ It 
is the kshatriya duly to die in battle. In the faithful and selfless accomplish- 
ment of the rajadharma, sin is unavoidable. (It is the premise of Bud- 
dhism, without the conclusion.) “I do not sec any creature in this world,” 
announces Arjuna, “that supports life without doing any active injury to 
others. Animals live upon animals, the stronger upon the weaker. . . . 
There is no act that is entirely pure.”** 

In Shantiparva 64-66 we find a great paean to the kshatriya dharma — 
that upon which all else depends. But several chapters earlier the dying 
Bhishma conceded (if the commentator Nilakantha is correct) that the 
kshatriya role nutst always be understood as inferior to the duties of the 
brahman — inasmuch as the principle of action is subordinate to that of 
renunciation. If renunciation is the essence of the Brahma, then it would 
not do to have the knights coveting for themselves that which was the 
raison d'etre of the priests, “Wise men, therefore, do not praise Renuncia- 
tion as the duty of a Kshatriya. On the other hand, the clear-sighted think 
that the adoption of such a life (by a kshatriya) involves even the loss of 
virtue.”*" Bhishma rebukes Yudhishthira for wishing to turn to the forest 
in order to find spiritual merit and avoid the performance of the morally 
ambiguous duties prescribed by his noble status. Yudhishthira’s brothers 
and his wife condemn renunciation as dereliction of kshatriya duty,®® and 
the theme of devotion to one’s dharma reverberates throughout the books 
of the massive work.*" 

THE PRINCIPLES OF SOUND POLITY 

The admonition to avoid war when possible, and to engage in hostilities 
only when attempts at peaceful settlement have failed,®^ may tell us more 
about the ideals of those responsible for the later recension than about the 

Note especially the remarks of Nakula : *‘0 king, the person who in sacrifices 
gives away his fairly acquired wealth to those Brahmanas who arc well conversant 
with the Vedas, and contracts his soul, is, O monarch, regarded as the true renouncer. 
... A person becomes a true renouncer by casting off internal and external attach- 
*ments, and not simply by leaving home for the forest.** (Shantiparva 12. 7f. and 12.35.) 
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kshatriya nobles apotheosized in combat. When war was inevitable, the 
kshatriya had no choice but to dedicate himself to the preservation of the 
state and the dharma, and to fight in accordance with the code governing 
hostilities. The moral law forbade the use of weapons against those not 
actively engaged in battle (such as peasants and craftsmen), or those who 
retire from the fray, who are unarmed or disabled, or who plead for mercy. 
Camp-followers and sleeping soldiers are also protected. A warrior could 
contend only with another who was similarly armed (e.g., charioteer 
against charioteer), and he must not use poisoned weapons. He must 
always give due notice of his intention to strike.®^ The narrative itself 
provides a lively picture of the Hindu warrior in battle. At the height of 
the conflict he seems to have used anything he could get his hands on : 
iron clubs, spits, swords, knives, darts, arrows, wheels, axes, iron balls, 
staves, cow-horns, mortars, lances, and even uprooted trees. Anything 
from molasses and snakes to plowshares and chariot planks might be em- 
ployed. And when such ammunition was exhausted, there were always 
dirt, stones, fists, and teeth.*® 

The constant warfare of the centuries preceding the consolidation of 
the great empires severely modified the ethics of diplomacy and made 
survival justification in itself for all manner of actions. However, the epics 
advise against a militaristic and garrison state, and indicate that the Hindu 
monarchy was essentially civil. Yet the ritual-sacrifice itself, the brah- 
manah parimara (the '‘dying around the magic power”) and the ashva- 
medha (a virtual invitation to hostilities) produced what Zimmer has 
called a "magic arthasastra” which makes futile the attempt to disentangle 
political expedience and religious practices. These practices contributed 
to an age of internecine war so terrible that the nobler kshatriya was sorely 
tempted to renounce the world and find peace and fulfillment in the forests. 
The soul-searching of Yudhishthira and Arjuna culminates in the teach- 
ings of Buddha and Ashdka. The unhapi)y turn in the fortunes of the 
brahmans during the regime of the emi)eror Ashoka may provide a clue 
to the insistence by later redactors on the faithful performance of tradi- 
tional duties and the importance of the sacrifice — on which brahman su- 
premacy traditionally depended. 

The ancient canon of morality could be laid aside on the theory that 
without the state to ensure its existence the code would be meaningless. 
This dilemma produces moral flexibility as well as cynicism : "There is 
no act that is wholly meritorious, nor any that is wholly wicked.”** "Sin, 
O king, sometimes assumes the form of virtue, and virtue sometimes as- 
sumes the form of sin.”*® Bhishma, in the Shantiparva, enunciates the 
doctrine that might makes right ; elsewhere right is defined as “that which 
a strong man understands to be right.”** 

When the king is counseled to eschew war if at all possible, the intent 
of such advice is not necessarily that the king should avoid conquering, 
but that he should acquire "victories” without battles.*^ The king is urged 
to tempt his enemy into ways of self-indulgence, to encourage him to deplete 
his resources in expensive sacrifices and to rely on religion and fate rather 
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'than on his own efforts.®® The formula for diplomacy involves deception, 
appeasement of the powerful and suppression of the weak, hypocrisy, 
bribery, economic exhaustion, soothing reassurance and lightning on- 
slaught, ruthlessness, vigilance and secrecy, and readiness to risk and to 
sacrifice. But, if feasible, victory should be gained without hostilities. 

The king must be always alert to detect the peculiar vulnerabilities of 
his foes. In order to discern these weaknesses, he should employ spies. 
In times of peace the spy served to detect conspiracies and antisocial 
actions. In no corner of the kingdom could the king be completely certain 
of the loyalty of his subjects. Virtue is the cornerstone of the king’s legiti- 
macy, but vigilance guards his authority. And shrewdness supplements 
caution: “Carry your enemy on your shoulder,” the king is advised, 
“until you have got from him what you want, then throw him off, shatter- 
ing him like an earthen jar against a rock.”®® To fail to do so is to run 
the risk of the mother crab who is consumed by her offspring. It is always 
dangerous to conclude peace with an enemy.^® The king is advised to 
fear that which merits fear. Uncritical trust is an invitation to disaster. 
The king must be sweet in speech, yet always on guard. 

As we have seen, the Shantiparva is one long argument for the vested 
interest of the community in the welfare of the king.'*^ This is surely the 
reason for the lurid picture of the state of nature presented in chapter 67. 
But the king should merit loyalty : he must have conquered pride, lust, 
and weakness — replacing them with righteousness, vigor, and wisdom. 
“The king should first conquer himself and then try to subdue his enemies. 
How can a king who has not been able to conquer his own self be able to 
conquer his enemies Birth, military skill, and courage are mentioned 
as the chief attributes of royal office. Bhishma exhorts the king to he both 
mild and strict (without becoming oppressive) in order to preserve re- 
spect. It will be to his advantage to assume a variety of forms, as the occa- 
sion demands.'*® Yet the king must be man enough to endure unpopularity 
in the greater interest of the state. “He is the best of kings who is wise, 
who is liberal, who is ready to take advantage of the short-comings of foes, 
who has an agreeable countenance, who is conversant with what is good 
and what is bad for each of the four orders of his subjects, who is prompt 
in action, who has anger under control, who is not vindictive, who is 
high-minded."** 

The coronation oath of the Kurus limited royal authority to the pro- 
tection of the people, the maintenance of custom, and punishment, and 
made the king subject to the laws of the realm. Failure to carry out re- 
sponsibilities was as grave a misuse of authority as the unlawful use of 
power. The absence of the superstitious and the mystical in the Hindu 
coronation oath has often been remarked upon. Prithu is addressed di- 
rectly and asked to swear to 

accomplish all those tasks in which righteousness ever resides ! Dis- 
regarding what is dear and what not so, look upon all creatures with 
an equal eye. Cast off at a distance lust and wrath and covetousness 
and honor, and, always observing the dictates of righteousness, do thou 
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punish with thy own hands the man, whoever he may be, that deviates 
from the path of duty! Do thou also swear that thou wouldst, in 
thought, word, and deed, always maintain the religion inculcated on 
earth by the Vedas! Do thou further swear that thou wouldst fear- 
lessly maintain the duties laid down in the Vedas with the aid of chas- 
tisement, and that thou wouldst never act with caprice!** 

And then we come to what is perhaps the root of the matter : ‘‘O powerful 
one, know that Hrahmanas are exempt from punishment, and promise 
further that you would protect the world from an intermixture of castes.”** 
The Shantipan^a, if conceiving the king as at all divine, locates divinity 
in the office rather than in the personality of the king. Heredity and primo- 
geniture determined royal succession in epic polity, though the formality 
of nomination was preserved.*^ Some scholars interpret the succession of 
Rama's younger brother, Rharata, to the throne as the result not of a 
promise of King Dasaratha to his wife (as is sometimes argued) but of 
Rama’s willing resignation. It is an instance of self-sacrifice to save his 
father’s honor rather than of injustice to Rama. The king could not legally 
contradict the custom of regal succession. Rama had no disabilities that 
could disqualify him from office, as Dhritarashtra and Devapi had. 

A kind of contract relationship existed, in theory, between the ruler 
and the governed. Taxes were considered the king’s remuneration for 
protecting and furthering the interests of his people. In taxing his people 
the king must be like the subtle leech and the gentle cowherd, extracting 
the necessary revenue with mildness and care, and without destroying 
initiative. 

That avaricious king, who foolishly oppresses his subjects by levying 
taxes not sanctioned by scriptures, is said to wrong his own self. As a 
person wanting milk never gets any by cutting off the udders of a cow, 
similarly a kingdom, assailed by improper taxes, never gives any profit 
to tlie king. He who treats a milch cow with kindness, always obtains 
milk from it. Likewise the king, who rules his kingdom by proper 
means, gets much fruits from it.** 

Therefore, the king should try to convince his subjects of the need for 
the tax : “Pointing out to them the necessity of repairing his forts and of 
meeting the expense of his establishment and other heads, striking them 
with the fear of foreign invasion, and pointing to them the necessity that 
exists for protecting tlicm and enabling them to ensure the means of living 
in peace, the king should impose taxes upon the Vaishyas of his king- 
dom.”*® 

The king was advised to consider the selling price of a merchant’s 
goods and the distance these goods traveled before taxing them. The cus- 
tomary tax on the produce of the land was one-sixth (though it often 
varied considerably), and the king is occasionally referred to as shad- 
bhagin, “he who gets one-sixth.”*® 

Despite the liberality recommended in the tax policy, the king is told 
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. to keep his treasury full.®’ Wealth is a necessity, and the king need only 
take his cue from the people, who '^make as much as they can."* 

The state may take the property of the wicked, for ownership is ulti- 
mately based on virtue.®^ But maintaining the security of property re- 
mains one of the fundamental duties of the state. In case of loss of prop- 
erty, such as that resulting from theft, the king is called on to make good 
the amount taken from his subjects. "That king, who, realizing his tribute 
of sixth, does not protect his kingdom, shares a fourth part of the sins of 
the kingdom.”®® The very fact of thievery indicates that the rajadharma is 
imperfectly realized. It is unlikely that the ruler look such extreme re- 
sponsibility seriously. The concept is linked to the broad theory that all 
virtue and stability ultimately rest on political foundations.* 

Commandments of the early heterodox religions not to steal or tres- 
pass on the possessions of others suggest the importance private property 
had begun to assume. In the Mahabharata property is conceived as the 
creation of the state.®^ The argument is that with the emergence of civil 
society, property — in the sense of title — comes into existence. A distinction 
is made between bhoga (possession) Jiiid mamatva (ownership). 

Certain circumstances justified the subjects in deposing and killing the 
king. The people, according to the Anusasanaparva, should take up arms 
and slay the king who fails to protect them or who attempts to take their 
wealth or to level class distinctions.®® Force is prescribed to oppose the 
unlawful use of force. And the king who failed to protect his people should 
be abandoned —like those other undesirables, the vixen wife, the leaky 
boat, the barber desiring the forest and the cowherd the village, the teacher 
who docs not instruct, and the priest who is ignorant of scripture.®® 

The king is not to destroy the special customs of families, corporations, 
and defeated nations, unless the welfare of the stale makes it imperative to 

« On the importance of wealth, vide Shantiparva 8.16f. 

^ Heinrich Zimmer [439] retells a popular Indian tale known as “The Twenty- 
five Stories of the Specter in the Corpse.” There are five Sanskrit versions of this 
story of kinp Vikramaditya, who is believed to have lived around the first century 
B.c. It involves a series of enigmatic situations, one of which concerns a prince 
and his friend, the son of the chancellor of the prince's father, who one day discover 
a beautiful girl lathing with her companions in a lake situated in another kingdom. 
A liaison is arranged between the prince and the girl through signals interpreted by 
the chancellor's son. The girl, later fearing that her amours will be betrayed, deter- 
mines to poison the prince's friend. But he, anticipating such a plan, disguises himself 
as an ascetic ani to teach her a lesson, causes the girl to be condemned as a witch 
responsible for the death of the infant prince of the kingdom in which she lives. The 
girl is left to die in the jungle ouiside the town, and as soon as .she is aliandoned, the 
two young men carry her off to their kingdom and she of course marries the prince. 
But grief-stricken and disgraced, her own elderly parents soon die. Who, asks the 
spirit in the corpse, was guilty of these deaths? The answer — which is considered 
to be correct— is that love excuses all as far as maid and prince are concerned. The 
chancellor's son is cleared because he was always acting in the service of his master 
and, presumably, any act is justified if it is in line with duty. But the king of the 
girl's country is responsible for allowing such things to happen in his realm; he 
should be able to detect trickery and penetrate disguise. “Therefore, he is to be 
judged guilty of failure in his kingly duty, which was to be the all-seeing eye of his 
kingdom, the all-knowing protector and governor of his folk.” 
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do so. On the contrary, he is obligated to preserve the traditional order • 
of things, for custom is regarded as sacred. A passage in the epic that de- 
scribes a prince, defeated in battle, worrying about what he will say to 
the priests and the heads of the corporations suggests that the ruler had 
to maintain the favor of influential members of society.®^ 

The Shantiparva describes the creation of the castes from the mouth, 
arms, thighs, and feet of Brahma. The Gita also attempts to justify the 
varna structure, but its theory is more sophisticated. God, it is argued in 
the Gita, assigned duties to men according to their inherent abilities. If 
man would but carry out the functions proper to his social position, he 
would ensure his salvation. All this is by now familiar and will be con- 
sidered again in the following chapter. But there appears at this time the 
idea that different social functions are equally valuable in the attainment 
of individual salvation. The theory undoubtedly represents the influence 
of other religious systems, such as Buddhism, which had a notable impact 
on the society of the time. Although the epic in its present form is a 
brahmanic work, it is sometimes critical of the excesses of Brahmanism ; 
Krishnaitc influences are in evidence from time to time. The priest, despite 
the brahman manipulation of the text, is still clearly far from the king’s 
master. 

The later redactors leave no doubt in our minds as to what they thought 
the priest’s power should be. Just as fire has no effect on water, so the 
kshatriya can have no power over the brahman. The ruler without his 
braliman adviser is like an elephant without its driver.®* The kshatriyas 
are exhorted to work in close cooperation with the brahmans, but it is 
evident that the priests exercise little direct i)olitical power. The argu- 
ments and tales worked into the older narrative are frequently in dramatic 
contradiction to the main story. However, the influence of the brahmans 
is clearly increasing." The epic reveals a general willingness to allow tribal 
units to preserve the integrity oHheir cultures, yet it was thought essential 
to work out some modus operandi between these groups and Brahmanism : 
the priests were expected to guide the major ceremonies, administer the 
necessary sacraments, and modify those beliefs which were flagrantly in 
opposition to brahman theory.*® 

In the Shantiparva we find mention of legislative council in which, ac- 
cording to Hopkins, the commercial class enjoys almost twice the rep- 
resentation of the two upper classes.® But the passage Hopkins relied 
upon is not in the critical edition of the Shantiparva, It does appear, how- 
ever, that all the castes were represented and though the shudras had only 
a negligible position in the higher councils, their presence points to a 
recognition of the need for their loyalty and their opinion on matters of 
policy. Nine members of the council were to be chosen to confer with the 
king, and, of these, four were to be selected for his immediate circle of 
advisers. Three or four councilors were considered the ideal number, 

V Hopkins ([184], p. 162) believed that the brahman’s power originated in the 
secret council, where his rhetorical and logical skill outshone that of the nobles and 
he awed the king with his religious authority. 

"Hopkins [184] refers to twenty-one vaishyas on a council of thirty-six; cf. 
Shantiparva 85 . 6ff . 
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•since fewer might lead to a combination of ministers contrary to the in- 
terests of the country, and more would tend to diminish efficiency. Only 
the man who has sublimated his senses is fit for such offices. 

Such persons as are endued with modesty, self-control, truth, sincerity, 
and courage to say the proper thing, should be your law-makers. . . . 
Those who are of good birth and good behavior, who can interpret all 
si^s and gestures, who are shorn of cruelty, who know the require- 
ments of place and time, who always seek the well-being of their master 
in all works, should be appointed as ministers by the king in all his 
affairs.®® 

It appears that members of the mantri-parishad (the large council) 
were consulted individually on urgent matters. The inner council was, 
however^ regularly consulted on general affairs. The king is advised to 
respect his ministers, for it was unlikely that he would be wise enough 
to be able to forgo counsel on complex issues. The first indication of 
complete secrecy in the councils dates from this time. In the Ramayana, 
the king’s ministers arc referred to as amatyas ; they are usually eight in 
number, and are possibly a hereditary class. The position of the brahman is 
generally more secure in the Ramayana. Hopkins held that the Mahabha- 
rata reflected three stages in conciliar development. In the older legends 
there is still evidence of the power of the people, but it is limited to civil 
affairs. The popular assembly gave way to that of the nobility — ^which 
probably originated in the war council and continued to be more con- 
cerned with military matters. Finally, in the late didactic parts of the epic 
(not part of the story itself), the priests assume the prerogative, insisting 
on their right to advise the king on all questions in counsel protected by 
absolute secrecy.®^ 

Sabha,.by this time, referred to the king’s court, or to any judicial, 
political, or festive gathering. Jayaswal makes a case for an administra- 
tive body, the paura, which was charged with the conduct of municipal 
affairs in the capital and consisted of an advisory council of leading citi- 
zens — ^apparently representing all social classes. The janapada served as 
a constitutional assembly for the rest of the state.®* But paura probably 
refers to a resident of the city and not, as Jayaswal infers, to an assembly 
member. His interpretation of the janapada as an institutional form rests 
on the thinnest evidence, and though the king may have taken pains to 
determine the will of the people, it is doubtful that a formal constitutional 
check governed the king’s activities. If the paura- janapada assemblies 
actually existed, there would certainly be more evidence in the records 
that have come down to us than the occasional references Jayaswal cites 
(e.g., the Ramayana^), which are decidedly ambiguous." Popular ex- 

^ Paura- janapada is used in the plural in the Ramayana (II, 14.40 and 14.54) 
to refer to the citizens as such. The term is employed in Manu (VIII, 40) to refer 
to men of all castes. 

' Professor Altekar [6], p. 108f., points out that the paura- janapada assemblies 
- 7 -if such existed — are not mentioned on a single one of the thousands of copper plate 
grants (going back to a.d. 500) which have been discovered, even though every 
possible authority is cited. No inscription or work on polity refers to such a popular 
assembly. 
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pression of opinion, in the Mahahharata, is extraconstitutional. The em- 
phasis is less on assemblies and village elders than on royal courts and 
dancing girls. Everywhere but in the easternmost regions, public opinion 
continued as a force to be reckoned with, although there was a tendency, 
as government became more complex in its authority and function, for 
popular participation to become formalistic. There is still the suggestion 
that many monarchs felt compelled to strengthen their claim to the throne 
by eliciting the approval of their subjects, or at least the support of the 
more influential segment of the populace. 

As for the administration of the realm, we are told that the king should 
think of his subjects as his own children. But he should show no mercy 
in the settlement of disputes. Charges and defenses in judicial suits must 
be heard by men distinguished for their wisdom and experience in the 
ways of the world. Honest and reliable men are to be appointed to super- 
vise the mines, the ferries, the elephant corps, and the warehouses.®® 
A headman must be selected for each village, a superintendent for each 
ten villages, and so forth.®* 

The Mahahharata indicates the existence of a number of states in the 
north and west where sovereignty seems to have rested with the people 
and monarchy was more form than fact (c.g., the Kurus of what is modern 
Sirhind).*' Though concerned chiefly with the monarchical form of gov- 
ernment, the epic does comment on republics (or clan-republics), and 
specifically on the need for unity and cooperation among them. Their 
main vulnerability is their tendency toward internal dissension. Bhishma’s 
critique amounts to a commentary on the divisive effects of the combina- 
tion of political equality and economic inequality.* Each man comes to 
covet the wealth of others. Another problem is the frequent need for 
secrecy — which the councils of these ganas cannot by their very nature 
maintain. The remedy is to concentrate power in the natural nobility of 
talent and character.®® 

The Mahahharata is a manifesto in behalf of the strong monarch. But 
the monarch does not rule arbitrarily : he must govern in accordance with 
the sacred authority represented by the brahmans, and he knows that “the 
eternal duties of kings are to make their subjects happy, to observe truth 
and to act sincerely.”®® 

V The Pandava princes are reported to have been restored through popular pres- 
sure. It is worth remarking that the word ganta (cf. Shantiparva 107.6) seems to 
refer to self-governing communities rather than to guilds or corporations — or to an 
elite, as it is sometimes translated. 

^Bhishma’s caveat has been compared with Aristotle’s warning regarding the 
“stasis” of Hellenic city-states. 



THE TAMING 
OF THE HEROIC IDEAL 



What is action and what inaction? — as to this even the wise arc be- 
wildered. I will declare to thee what action is, knowing which thou 
shalt be delivered from evil. — biiagavad gita 


THK DISINTKRKSTEI) ACT 

The values and goals of a society tell us much about its institutions 
and the ways in which men relate to one another. In this study wc are 
primarily concerned with three goals of ancient Indian society that provide 
a useful frame of reference for the analysis of Indian social thought and 
political philosophy. Thesse are religious .salvation (which may be achieved 
in a variety of ways), material gain, and the heroic act. Scientific, aesthetic, 
and humanistic considerations are relatively less important in shaping 
Hindu theory, and the ideal of knightly valor, although it was of major 
significance in the early phases of Indian history and shaped the norm of 
conduct for the kshatriya class, was to prove incapable of surviving the 
decline of the tribal polity. 

Ancient India had no “citizen” ideal as such, but, as we have seen, one 
class in Aryan society, the kshatriyas, did have a tradition of political 
experience. The kshatradharma was basically a martial ideal, from which 
the concept of the rajanya as protector of the people developed. We turn 
now to the question of what happened to the old aristocratic values, which 
appear to be moribund by the begiiming of the Christian era. There is no 
Heldendammerung, only a paling and dwindling into irrelevance. 

In his study of the Mahabharata, E. W. Hopkins comments : 

One is too apt to dispose of the general Hindu as Max Muller does 
with the words : “To the Greek, existence is full of life and reality ; 
to the Hindu, it is a dream and a delusion.” ... If we study the 
coarse, sensual, brutal, strife-loving, blood-hungry Hindu warrior ; if 
wc revert to the Vedic ancestor of this ferocious creature, and see what 
joy in life as life is portrayed in battle-hymn and cattle-hymn, we shall 
be ready to admit, I think, that through the whole history of the Hindu, 
from the early Vedic until the pseudo-Epic period, there reigiied the 
feeling, in the larger class of the native inhabitants, that existence is 
full of life and reality.* 

Oiir problem is that this lustier view of life can only be inferred from such 
sources as the epics, since the brahman editors and compilers were intent 
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on shaping tlie narrative to their own purposes. The stark anatomy of the 
hero is discreetly clothed with moralisms; the crude ethos is tempered 
and muted. 

It is sometimes argued that the victory of the Pandavas over the 
Kauravas in the great battle in the Mahabharata is to be interpreted as 
a pragmatic justification for employing methods of warfare (frequently 
with divine blessing) that had not yet been reconciled with the traditional 
code. For at the lime of the composition of the epic the political struggle 
was entering a new phase, and in the work itself the ideals of the military 
aristocracy arc contrasted with the new requirements of Realpolitik. 
Hopkins holds, and his argument is more convincing, that the moral and 
spiritual elements are, for the most part, an overlay, and that the bulk of 
later interpolations in the Mahabharata — the Bhagavad Gila among them 
— were intended to excuse the transgressions of ancient heroes who had 
become models of knightly honor and thus to bring them into conformity 
with brahman teachings regarding kshatriya duty and the proper behavior 
of a king. Later religious feeling, he contends, “was less simple and less 
pure than the earlier, but the later morality was higher and stricter than 
that of a former age.”^ 

This subsequent ethical concern pervades the epic and is often strik- 
ingly at variance with the robust amorality of an earlier and less civilized 
culture. We are reminded of a similar development in ancient Greece — 
the transition from the heroic ideal of the Homeric nobility, when the 
esteem of one’s peers was highly valued and honor was the major regu- 
lating principle, to the later classical period with its sense of man’s 
impotence and its preoccupation with the dire consc(|uences of hubris. 
The Aryan invaders were a vigorous, beef-eating, liquor-drinking lot — 
Indra of the tawny beard and powerful arm, cattle-raider and stormer of 
citadels, reduced to human proportions.^ The verses of the Rigveda are 
the hymns of these victorious warriors. But the boasting, life-affirming 
hero of the Vedic and Homeric ages was to succumb to the god-fearing 
penitent. In the struggle for power among the gods themselves, the justice- 
dispensing Varuna and the awesome Rudra are clearly gaining ascendancy. 

The persistence of tribal elements in the Indian myth makes the in- 
terpretation of legend and symbol difficult. The battle itself, by the lime 
of the epic, must probably be seen as having ritualistic implications. Con- 
flict is in the order of things — or at least is essential to the preservation 
of that order. This is as true of the sacred world of the gods and the ritual 
(which perhaps is better understood as a form of combat*) as it is of the 
world of men. It is for this reason that fighting comes to be considered 
the mission of one segment of the population. This conflict, which may 
have had early expression in phratry antagonism, assumes an increasingly 
elaborate symbolic form. Krishna, for example, and his brother Balarama 
represent contrary characteristics. Krishna, the trickster, is black ; Bala- 
rama, the benefactor, is white. But Krishna also embodies both qualities 
in himself.® This ambitendcncy would seem to be partially explained by 
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the position Krishna occupies, intermediate between the gods and men.® 
He is at once the terrifying daemon of the initiation and the initiate. 

The eponymous hero, Cornford remarks, “owes his position not merely 
to his really exceptional character and powers, but to the fact that there 
already exists a representation, personalized and daemonic, of that super- 
human mana which is recognized as embodied in his individuality. . . . 
His actual achievements blend with the other glorious acts of tribal his- 
'tbry in-a composite memory that defies analysis.”® According to Cornford, 
this charismatic figure is essentially a persona, a representation of the col- 
lective genius. He establishes his own norm. For all his later sanctity, 
Krishna initially appears in legend as such an Vbermensch. He is often 
represented as advocating action that would be hard to conceive as vir- 
tuous in any sense. 

In the earlier portions of the Mahabharata, which reflect the Vedic 
aristocratic mores, the brave knight Arjuna, whose character is taken to 
represent the kshatriya ideal, slays the warrior Kama, who has been 
rendered helpless. In the hands of the priests, however, Indravaraja is 
made the true instigator of the act. Thus the hero is relieved of responsi- 
bility and the god is credited with occult reasons for his order.^ Here, 
then, was an attempt to explain away the reprehensible.® The priests could 
not call men to a life of virtue and at the same time eulogize those for whom 
rules meant nothing.® The actions of the warriors and princes were gov- 
erned by a norm, the “Aryan way,” which knew no ethical injunction.® 

No greater shame could befall the warrior than to take flight in the 
face of the enemy.** But he who dies in the field may anticipate heaven : 

® '‘It is exactly this indeterminateness in his dealings with gods and men which 
constitutes one of the outstanding features of the culture-hero.'' (Josselin dc Jong, 
“The Origin of the Divine Trickster,” cited in Held [171], p. 175.) 

Cf. Apa^tamha Dharmasutra II, 6.13.8-10, where wc find the passage : “Trans- 
gression of the law and violence are found amongst the ancient (sages). They com- 
mitted no sin on account of the greatness of their lustre. A man of later times who 
seeing their (deeds) follows them, falls.” Buhler {Sacred Books of the East, II, 
xviii) comments that “these utterances prove that Apastamba considered himself 
a child of the Kali Yuga, the age of sin, during which, according to Hindu notions, no 
rishis can be born.” 

c Of the Bantus of Kavirondo, an African tribe dependent, as were the Aryans, on 
cattle-raiding, it has been remarked that “the fact that the two ultimate motives in 
warfare were the raiding of cattle and the conquest of territory has a definite bearing 
upon the conduct of warfare, as it involves conflicting aims. While it lies in the 
interest of expansion to carry on aggression in a ruthless manner which drives the 
enemy away as far as possible, the aim of raiding cattle clearly requires^ the presence 
of enemy groups in the neighborhood. Owing to the necessity of balancing these two 
aims, warfare tended to be conducted with certain restrictions, above all with pro- 
visions for terminating a period of hostilities and with generally observed rules re- 
garding the treatment of slain warriors and of women and children. Such ‘rules of 
warfare* were more pronounced in the conduct of hostilities between the various Bantu 
groups than between Bantu and non-Bantu.” (Fortes and Evans-Pritchard [125], 
•p. 228.) Possibly it was to the economic advantage of the Aryan clans to impose 
similar limitations on the conduct of hostilities. 

Wc may surmise that, for all the talk about honor and duty, courage may also 
have been nourished by the fear of the consequences that awaited the deserter, who 
might even be put to the flame. (Vide Shantiparva 97 ,22,) In such a culture public 
humiliation can be a very dreadful thing. 
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“the path to heaven lies in fighting.” The story of Vidula, in which a 
cowardly son is reproved by his mother for not discharging his duties as 
a kshatriya, glorifies the heroic act and the “Aryan way.”® We are re- 
minded at once of Krishna's famous counsel to Arjuna in the Bhagavad 
Gita, but it is possible and even likely that remarkable and sweeping 
changes had occurred in the Indian belief system between the two stories. 

In the Vedic period man could look forward to a happy postmortal 
existence in heaven if he lived an acceptable life. Such a prospect had 
ceased to exist for the ordinary Indian by the seventh and sixth centuries 
B.c. With the development of the doctrine of the soul’s passage to another 
body at death (samsara), salvation came to be rooted in esoteric knowledge 
— gnosis which made possible a kind of magical power over the ends 
sought by man. Eventually this magical element lost much of its former 
import, but knowledge remained the basis or control. Knowledge might 
be acquired in ways that eliminated even the activity of thought. And 
where philosophy took as its premise the contrariety of two principles, 
spirit and matter, the devaluation of the latter would devalue action, the 
traditional justification of the kshatriya. The heroic ideal yielded to the 
ideal of the wandering ascetic and the bodhisattva.® The term for hero 
{vlra) now comes to be applied to the saint rather than to the man of 
action.^® 

Responsibility for the change does not lie solely with Buddhism,^ 
though this is an explanation popular among historians. The depreciation 
of the assertive and heroic is symptomatic of a general religiosity that 
pervaded Indian society — a phenomenon that was very probably related 
to the erosion of older communal ties. Now, in the society reconstituted 
along functional lines taken to represent degrees of purity, when Krishna 
advises the reluctant Arjuna to join his fellow warriors in battle he is 
justifying the tasks necessary for the preservation of the social order, 
although they may be morall/ tainted. 

The hero of the epic is already a different person from the warrior of 
the Rigveda. The proud knight is not afraid to contend with the gods 
themselves ; “to him they are unreal ; to him even the new god is but a 
myth of fancy. . . . The knight's acts are his own ; his reward is his own 
making ; his sin is self-punished. Fate, or the embrace of Death ; Duty, 
or to follow the paths of custom — ^these are his only moral obligation. His 
supernatural is understood too little to be true ; or it is debased to incanta- 
tion and witchcraft. The knight of our present poem stands on the border- 

® A sociologist would describe this as the shift from performance to learning. In 
the former, the change in the situation exceeds that in the individual, whereas the 
learning experience can be said to produce a greater change in the individual than in 
the situation in which he operates. 

/ Professor Kosambi, for example, refuses to hold Buddhism responsible for the 
relative lack of what he calls the *'poetry of prowess” in later Indian literature.^ Many 
Buddhist kings pursued militant policies. We might question whether Buddhism led 
to an externalization of inner conflict, as Kosambi suggests, and whether, if it did, 
it should have ”made intercourse within a society smoother.” ([220], p. xlvn.) 
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line between two faiths.”^^ In the Mahabharata the impersonal force, 
daivam, had begun to replace the old Vedic deities in importance : “Fate 
I deem the highest thing ; manliness is no avail.”^* This theme punctuates 
the epic, suggesting the new influences at work. However, the older, more 
positive approach to the world did not yield without a struggle, as the 
following lines from the Shantiparva indicate : “Do not fear the results 
of karma, rely on your strength ... all things belong to the man who is 
strong.”^'* Words like these are taken to anticipate the power philosophy 
of the Arthashastra. It would be as accurate to say that they look back to 
the “Aryan way.“ 

The emphasis on punishment (danda) as that which ensures the con- 
stancy of the universe presupposes the projection into the supernatural 
realm of man’s demand for justice. The gods had originally been viewed 
as jealous of their honor, resentful of any slight (as was the Vedic hero 
himself) , but not preoccupied with considerations of justice. The emergent 
sense of justice, with its political manifestation in the concept of danda — 
which supported the social order as the sacrifice ensured the cosmic order 
— culminated in the idea of inherited guilt. The sins of this life are 
punished in the next. The sinful might prosper, but the reckoning would 
come. This doctrine serves the purposes of the eschatological aspects of 
the Semitic tlieologies. The beginnings of a sense of sin, with the con- 
comitant heightening of sensations of guilt, may be observed in the in- 
creasing i)rominence of the mysterious Vanina, guardian of rita and the 
major ethical deity in the Vedic pantheon. The conception of Varuna is 
essentially theistic. Nothing could be concealed from him, and he could 
not be bribed by the sacrifice. He inspired dread and awe, which distin- 
guished his ]X)wer from that of other early Vedic gods.^ He could even 
inflict punishment for the sins of the father. Hut though merciless in his 
loathing of. sin, he was on occasion moved to compassion. 

This developing awareness of human helplessness and utter depend- 
ence on an arbitrary power is noticeable also in the growing significance 
of the later Vedic god Rudra, who has much in common with Indra but 
lacks his more appealing qualities. The great wielder of the thunderbolt, 
who had been the example for the Aryan warrior, had never inspired the 
fear that Rudra was able to evoke. Rudra, like his early counterpart, was 
beyond good and evil. But whereas Indra shared many human weak- 
nesses,'^ Rudra was a distant figure never entirely comprehensible to men. 
In the twilight of the Vedic age the gods had lost their humanity, and not 
until devotional religion introduced a more positive element into the main- 
stream of Indian belief did the divinities take on an attractiveness com- 
parable to that of the early Vedic gods. Unlike the gods of the Greek epic, 
those of the Mahabharata do not comfort and assist the epic warrior. They 
arc active in man’s behalf only in the stories of the Vedic past that have 

9 Vide Rigveda VII, 89. Basham has compared the sense of humility and guilt 
that Varuna inspired with the sentiments expressed in the penitential psalms of the 
Old Tesstament. ([24], p. 237.) 
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been incorporated into the narrative. Krishna’s intervention (in the Gita) 
is evidence of the impact of later devotional and theistic religious thought.* 

Implicit in the epic is a debate over the ability of personal valor and 
prowess, the heroic (juality (virya), to combat the force of destiny (kdla) 
Those who take the determinist position hold that the hero is made by the 
age. If the limes are not with him, the man of courage and virtue will be 
swept away. Man is impotent against fate. In discussing a problem of 
this kind it is always difficult to be sure that one is not reading too muelr 
of the modern world into the remote past. The ancient Indian, like the 
Greek knight of the Homeric age, may have distinguished action of a 
volitional nature from actions subject to a power beyond the actor — such 
as a divine agency or even the restraints of family and class relationships. 
In the Greek epic the hero experiences a strange infusion of energy 
(mcnos), fortifying his spirit and increasing his strength.^® This energy 
appears to be of a somewhat vagrant nature, but to the ancients — the 
Aryan aristocracy as well as the Homeric heroes — it is the gift of the gods.* 
This intervention of the gods had diminished to relative insignificance by 
the time the main body of the Mahahharata was composed. But theistic 
developments and the eventual humanizing of the gods were to encourage 
a return to the concept of divine intervention. Although the god is gen- 
erally regarded as aloof, avatars (extensions of the divine essence) appear 
on earth from time to time in moments of crisis. Krishna bestowed the 
superhuman power on the kshatriya Arjuna, just as the spirit of the Lord 
came to Samson in his hour of need. Thus does fatalism come to be modi- 
fied. The Krishna story may well be an attempt to locate the source of 
kshatriya strength in moral and supernatural agencies, but religion had 
at this time evolved beyond the more primitive device of ritualistic control 
of the supernatural as exercised by the brahmans. 

In India access to this mysterious potency had once been the province 
of the priests, who acted as link'between the gods and man. But fate itself 
(daivam) seems to have been immune to prayer and spell, a force superior 
to the gods and one that defied personification. Attempts to circumvent 
the priestly power had to transcend the Vedic pantheon, which was so 
intimately connected with the sacrifice and the magical formulas of the 
brahmans. The impersonal daivam — Zimmer’s “godly essence’’ — is en- 
countered when the “comforting illusion of the magical tradition” has 
been thrown off.’^ Man apparently had no choice but to seek the trans- 
formation of the mundane self, neutralizing the power of destiny by be- 
coming as one with the universe, the essence of which is daivam. The Gita 
and the doctrine of the personal god offer an alternative to this philosophy 
of resignation and renunciation.^ 

^ Although often considered an Upanishad, the Gita differs from the Upanishads 
in that it is a revelation of a system of ethics by a god — rather tlian a mystery that 
the teacher transmits and comments upon. 

^ Thcognis, Dorian elegist and cltampion of courage and discipline, bemoaned the 
fact that more depended on a man’s daemon than on his character. Fortitude availed 
little if the daemon was inferior. 

f Of the Hindu literature available to us, the Bhagavad Gita is without doubt the 
best known work. The title of the poem comes from Krishna’s designation in the 
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The Bhagavad Gita, which is generally held to have attained its final 
form in the first or second century before Christ, is considered the first 
major attempt to bring together heterodox doctrine (based on the dichot- 
omy of matter and spirit and the exalting of spirit through discipline) and 
the later Vedic concept of the transcendent eternal One.* Certain religious 
innovators of the time had begun to regard sin as a condition of will, chal- 
lenging the older idea of inherited guilt, which was closely linked to brah- 
man' ritual purification. Motive and conscience take on new importance 
as the moral element threatens to replace the supernatural, and fear of 
magical pollution gives way to a sense of individual responsibility. This 
development, however, is not enough in itself to explain the poem, which 
has become the very cornerstone of Hinduism. Krishna calls for action 
prescribed by one’s “calling,” but unhampered by the sense of personal 
accountability. Bhishma’s counsel to Yudhishthira is recalled in the words 
of the divine charioteer : “Verily the renunciation of any duly that ought 
to be done is not right.”’® Warfare, for Arjuna and the kshatriya caste 
he represents, is a sacred charge sanctioned by the order of things. Society 
functions properly only when each group fulfills its obligations. Those who 
allow themselves to be controlled by lust and hatred become the victims 
of their own action. “He who is free from self-sense, whose understand- 
ing is not sullied, though he slay these people, he slays not nor is he bound 
(by his actions).”’® Action is called for, even though it brings death and 
destruction, and fatalistic withdrawal is rejected.* The spirit is not slain 
when the body dies. 

This famous poem of the sixth book of the Mahabharata was perhaps 


Bhagavata religion as ^ri Bhagavan. Krishna’s message incorporates much of the 
Bhagavata creed. The name of the author of the work is lost to us, but many com- 
mentators believe that the Gita is an elal)oration of the advice of an actual Krishna, 
as the similarity to the teaching of Ghora Angirasa, the teacher of Krishna, in the 
Chandogya Upanishad, suggests. 

Readers of the poem are sometimes confused by Krishna’s attempt to incite the 
warrior Arjuna to violent action. But Krishna is not defending war as such, and 
Arjuna is advised to fight always without passion or meanness. Life in this w'orld 
must be accepted, but man must try to improve the world where possible — and he 
must understand that the concerns of this world are never more than a means to a 
higher end. It may be helpful to recall the story of Brahma’s grandsons in the Vishnu 
Bhagavata (VI, 5). The youths were instructed by their father, Daksha, in the life of 
action. But Narada taught the young men (15,000 in number) the path of renuncia- 
tion as the preferable way of life. Daksha argued that the pursuit of earthly things 
must precede the life of the spirit. Men have obligations to the community and the 
race that must be fulfilled — ^tfie ashrama of the householder must come before that 
of the recluse. Sensory phenomena cannot be rejected as being of trivial importance 
until they are first discovered and understood. Dharma is of prime significance, but 
artha and kama must not be ignored. 

*Cf. Zimmer [441], pp. 378ff.; scholars do not agree on whether the Sankya 
system or Vcdantic monism is the dominant influence in the Bhagavata creed and in 
the Gita, Radhakrishnan describes the work as both metaphysics and ethics : brah- 
mavidya and yogashastra, the science of reality and the art of union with reality.” 
(Radhakrishnan [327], p. 12.) It may be said that it provides a bridge between 
Hindu metaphysics and our study of political thought — ^which is, in the final analysis, 
concerned with the problem of action. 

^ Much of that attitude of mind that Max Weber considered the psychological 
(rather than logical) consequence of Calvinism is more or less explicit in the Gita, 
Although fundamentally a fatalist, Kautalya, the designer of the bureaucratic state, 
warns against defeatism and what we might call the psychology of determinism. 
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originally intended as an exhortation to the common soldier who lacked 
kshatriya motivation. The hesitation of the knight Arjuna, who has never 
before in the epic given any hint of such sensitivity, provides the occasion 
for a sermon on duty. Death, he is told, is preferable to defeat — or, put 
more strongly, the highest duty of the warrior is death in battle. This 
device was used by later philosophers to popularize Hindu theistic doc- 
trine, and it was evidently acceptable to the brahmans because it provided^ 
a further justification of class differentiation and harnessed kshatriya 
dharma to religious conceptions. Such theistic sects as the Bhagavatas, 
which directly influenced the Gita, did not break completely with ortho- 
doxy, and it was not difficult to conceive of their deity as an emanation 
of the supreme principle of Brahmanism. 

The Gita directs mystical experience away from contemplation and 
toward action, from esoteric knowledge to exoteric activity. And yet it is 
an exhortation against egoism, ambition, and greed, calling for the rejec- 
tion of individuality as a value in itself and of the world as possession. 
Krishna asks that everything a man docs be done as an offering to him.®® 
The fruits of action are dedicated to God; they must therefore not be 
cherished by man. The philosophic poem thus offers an alternative to the 
world-renouncing ascetic ideal of the monk who severs his ties with every- 
thing that might distract him from his true ends. Worldly activity is valued 
in the Gita as long as it is not motivated by selfish desire. Motive was 
emphasized: man could find his salvation through disinterested action. 
It was not necessary to forsake the world in order to attain moksha. The 
Bhagavad Gita contends that man is in the world, though not of it.*” “Out 
of attachment comes desire ; from desire, fury and violent passion” and 
ultimately the ruin of man.®' Living life in a mood of devotion to God, 
accepting but not attaching oneself to action leads finally to escape from 
karma. And so man is to accept and fulfill his duty without ever desiring 
that which does not have enduring worth. “Think of nothing but the act, 
never its fruits, and do not be seduced by inaction” — this is the message 
of Krishna.®® In this anti-materialism the physical body itself, the very 
instrument of action, is discounted and devalued. 

Caste gains in religious significance in such a philosophy, while, at the 
same time, the promise of salvation is offered to every man who leads a 


Hannah Arendt’s discussion of Plato is of interest here because the predica- 
ment she claims existed for Plato is parallel in many respects to that of the Gita. “It 
is essential to remember that the element of rule, as reflected in our present concept of 
authority so tremendously influenced by Platonic thinking, can be traced to a conflict 
between philosopher and politics, but not to specifically political experiences. That is, 
experiences immediately derived from the realm of human affairs. One cannot under- 
stand Plato without bearing in mind both his repeated emphatic insistence on the 
philosophic irrelevance of this realm, which he always warned should not be taken too 
seriously, and the fact that he himself, in distinction to nearly all philosophers who 
came after him, still took human affairs so seriously that he changed the very center 
of his thought to make it applicable tu politics. But the rule of the philosopher-king 
and the domination of human affairs by something outside its own realm are demanded 
precisely because, from the standpoint of philosophy as well as the philosopher, under 
no circumstances must they acquire a dignity of their own.” (“What Was Authority ?” 
in Friedrich [133], pp. 93f.) 
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life of detachment, pursuit of caste obligation, and devotion to God. 
Krishna holds out the hope of salvation even to the shudra who turns to 
him.*® There is, however, some confusion in the poem as to whether de- 
liverance can be attained in this life or only after death, and, if the latter, 
whether the soul must ascend the ladder of varna as the condition of 
salvation. Nor is it entirely clear whether man is sometimes or always 
the instrument of divine will, whether he is determined in his actions by 
liis character, or free to choose the path of righteousness. Radhakrishnan 
interprets verse XVIII, 63 (‘Thus has wisdom more secret than all 
secrets, been declared to thee by Me. Reflect on it fully and do as thou 
choosest”) as meaning that Krishna is concerned that each man come to 
God by his own clioicc. Radhakrishnan compares this emphasis on man’s 
freedom to decide for himself with the position of Duns Scotus : “since 
freedom of will is God’s command, even God has no direct influence on 
man’s decision. Man can cooperate with God’s grace but he can also 
refrain from it.”*^ 

The attitude of enlightenment that marks the highest stage of self- 
realization may well reflect a doctrine older than the more “democratic” 
concept of devotion (bhakti), the love of the redeemer. Both knowledge 
and devotion are accepted means to salvation. Knowledge (jnana) repre- 
sents what Professor Sircar®® refers to as the Absolutist view, and has as 
its goal absorption in the Absolute. Bhakti, the service of God and com- 
munion with him, is the Theist view. The appeal of the poem is both 
intellectual and emotional. But the combination makes for certain difli- 
culties. The Supreme Being in the Gila is aloof and unconcerned (here 
the Absolutist view would seem to dominate the conception of God). 
Nevertheless Krislina dcscril)es himself as constantly active — and his 
action must inspire a similar activity in man (“there is nothing which I 
must get, and yet I labor forever”***). The Lord does not demand the 
immediate allegiance of all men, and he is tolerant of many ways of ex- 
pressing worship. Each person, in fulfilling the prescribed social obliga- 
tions of his varna in a spirit of equanimity, worships God.®^ Thus we find 
in the Gita an effective middle way between the passive, detached life 
{nivrtti) and the energetic, worldly existence {pravrtti). 

The ideal of conduct recommended by Krishna could be described as 
asceticism of this world, and is comparable in some respects to the Cal- 
vinist ethic. Karma-yoga, the ethical principle at the root of the Gita, 
demands that the individual pursue his “calling,”" the vocation that has 

" “It is well known that the Middle Ages conceived of society as an order fash- 
ioned by God in which every form of life, every estate, every profession, had its own 
ethico-rcligious ideal to which the individual had to adapt himself if he wished to be 
obedient to God. But it is only after Protestantism unequivocally condemned monas- 
ticism that this ideal passed into the foreground as a norm of life subordinate to none 
other.” (Carlo Antoni, From History to Sociology, transl. Hayden White [Detroit, 
1959], pp. 154f.) The condemnation of monasticism had its counterpart in the Gita*s 
reaction to world-renouncing asceticism. A difference exists, of course, in that the 
calling is prescribed by the class into which one is born. Weber, in his study of Indian 
religion, does not attempt a comparison of the Gita with the Calvinist ethic, but inas- 
much as he considers such religious movements as Buddhism to represent a variety 
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come to be understood as a kind of commission from God: '‘Be thou 
nought but my tool.”^^ As in Calvinism, man’s actions serve to glorify 
God. The Gita counsels man to act without becoming personally involved 
in the action; Calvinism, without consuming wealth in self-indulgence. 
Sensualism is condemned in both theologies, but the Gita goes beyond this 
to discourage any accumulation of wealth or power that would lead man 
away from his true interest. Man is to act without seeking success. C ^ym_ 
says simply that “we will only follow such fortune as we may enjoy with 
innocence.’*^® The cumulative effect of the Protestant doctrine and its 
theory of predestination as worked out by Calvin was to lead its adherents 
to find ill worldly success the sign of salvation. This is a major distinction 
between the two systems of religious thought. In the doctrine of Krishna 
we do not find the uncertainty of salvation that contributed to the psycho- 
logical con set) lienees of Calvinism which so interested Weber.® In fact, it 
is the certitudo salutis that makes salvation possible. And, too, work has 
less value in and of itself in the Gita: Calvinism emphasizes the moral 
value of work, whereas in the Hindu poem it is work of moral value that 
is stressed. Like Calvinism, the teaching of the Gita — though influenced 
by the kshatriya ethos — is a rejection of much that we associate with the 
aristocratic way of life, such as indulgence, leisure, and the cultivation of 
mind for its own sake. But action is not to be directed toward specific goals 
in which the individual has a personal interest; it is anything but the 
expedient rationality of the bourgeois. 


THE RATIONALIZED ACT 

Although the territorial state represented a revolutionary departure 
from the tribal polity, the organizational model employed by the theorists 
of the new state (the authors of the arthashastra literature) borrowed 
images associated with the Aiyan tribe — ^particularly the kshatriya ideal 
of the active man. But the kshatriya was always more the hero than the 
achiever, and in this sense the ideal of the selfless man depicted in the Gita 
is not a radical departure from the traditional figure of the knight. He is 
more political man than economic man. The Vcdic hero, the man of action 
for its own sake, could never satisfy the requirements of the state, which, 
in this interlude between the simple and direct relationships of family, 

of asceticism diametrically opposed to that of Calvinism, it is instructive to examine 
the teaching of the Bhagavad Gita (critical as it is of many fundamentals of Buddhist 
doctrine) in terms of the analysis Weber [424] employed in his discussion of the 
Calvinist mentality. The following comments differ from Weber’s treatment of Cal- 
vinism in that they are necessarily confined to the content of the poem itself rather 
than to the effect of the doctrine on those who responded to its inspiration. Weber’s 
analysis dealt not with Calvin’s theology but with the mentality it helped to form. 

0 R. £. Hume ([187], p. 59 n.l) holds that the Kafha Upanishad II, 20 and 23f. 
(cf. Mundaka Upanishad III, 2.3) and the SvctUsvatara Upanishad represent a fore- 
shadowing of the strict Calvinist doctrine of election — a reaction to the typical Upani- 
shadic doctrine of salvation through knowledge. Verse 20 (second valli) of the Kaflia 
Upanishad is one of the first expressions of the idea of grace {prasUda)^ though the 
conception appears in Rigveda X, 125.5. It might be mentioned that the Kafha verse 
follows two which are identical with Bhagavaa Gita II, 19f. 
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clan, and tribal leaders and the frozen pluralism of caste regulation, de- 
pended on a corps of administrative officials whose dominant loyalty would 
be to the state, but whose values would be more appropriate to its material 
interests. It may be said that the Gita and the philosophical currents it 
contains are an attempt to civilize the knight and turn his energies to the 
larger goals of the community. But it remained for such theorists as 
Ka^talya to emphasize achievement and to declare that artha (material 
gain) was the fundamental principle of society. 

In Vedic times warfare liad been the sport of kings, the means of ful- 
filling the kshatriya duty and attaining glory and honor. The traditional 
literature on caste function continued to view war as its own justification, 
a positive good in itself and intrinsic to kshatriya dharma. By the age of 
empire (and implicit in the Arthashastrn of Kautalya), war had ceased 
to be regarded as an aristocratic pastime having as its main objective mili- 
tary glory, and had come to be conceived as an instrument for strengthen- 
ing the state and enriching its treasury. War is now serious business, not 
to be undertaken lightly and without weighing carefully the probabilities 
of success and defeat. The kshatriya ideal of honor in battle and the dis- 
counting (and even dis^mraging) of material profit were undoubtedly 
hindrances to empire-building. Traditionally the annexation of territory 
had not been approved, and conquest was not generally regarded as a 
means to power and wealth. The chakravartin (cakravartin) was regarded 
as the greatest of kings, the overlord, and not as the head of a comprehen- 
sive state controlled directly from the capital. This ancient ideal of dharma- 
vijaya, '^righteous conquest” or war motivated by considerations of glory 
rather than by material gain, is as old as the Vedas and has an important 
place in the Mahabharata, But this ideal was little esteemed by the ambi- 
tious architects and rulers of Magadha, the Gangetic slate that was to 
become the core of the great Mauryan empire. Nor could the antimateri- 
alism of heterodoxy and those sects whose beliefs eventually found ex- 
pression in the Gita have been of political value to these statesmen except 
insofar as it represented a challenge to brahman power and encouraged a 
tractable population. 

Kautalya retained the kshatriya ideal of action, but opposed the dis- 
interested action idealized in religious theories tliat consider desire and 
acquisition responsible for the evils of the world.*^ Kautalya must be under- 
stood as attempting to liberate the heroic ideal from the debilitating in- 
fluences of religion and from the older noble preoccupation with honor 
as the goal of action (which threatened to degenerate into idleness and 
superficiality as the knight’s role became that of courtier). Although his 
image of man appears often to be close to the vaishya, Kautalya was not 
a champion of tlie lower orders of society. The Arthasliastra quotes (for 
purposes of refutation) a statement to the effect that if one must choose 
between losing noble men or losing vulgar men, the latter is more serious 

P Arthashastra I, 19 (p. 41): “Prosperity depends on effort . . . readiness is 
the king’s vow.” (The page references are to the second edition of the Shama Sastri 
translation [Mysore, 1923].) Vide pp. 196f. below. 
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ill that it causes obstruction to work. No, Kautalya answers, “it is pos- 
sible to recruit vulgar men since they form Ihc majority of the people ; for 
the sake of vulgar men nobles should not be allowed to perish ; one in a 
thousand may or may not be a noble man ; he it is who is possessed of 
excessive courage and wisdom and is the refuge of vulgar people.”®® 
Nobility, it would seem from this, is a quality of character rather than of 
birth, but the brahman minister was too committed to class ideology to 
have been convinced that noble virtues would often appear among the 
lower classes. If he was in truth Chandragupta's minister, the possibility 
of the low birth of his master^ may account for the manner of expression. 
A number of passages from the Mahabharata state explicitly that the hero 
is made by the occasion and not simply born to the role. He who offers 
protection is king. 

Kautalya, like Machiavelli (with whom he is frequently compared), 
combined a pessimistic view of man’s nature with a belief that man can 
shape his own destiny if he is able to develop heroic stature and place the 
common good above private interest. In The Prince, Machiavelli speaks 
of a strange force, which he calls fortiina. He does not permit this force 
to justify pessimism and inaction. Virtu is, for him, the supreme value, 
and virtu — the ability to translate plans and ideas into practice — is man's 
response to fortuna. This courage and energy necessary for effective action 
are the essence of Kshatra, the distinguishing trait of the warrior and 
ruling caste in India. It is this quality that Kautalya saw as the antidote 
to the fatalism, passivity, and renunciation of the belief systems of his day. 
He. too, sees nature as fortuna {sri) and life as the interplay between virtu 
and contingency. The rules of the battle (the image is extended to life 
itself) are those which the occasion dictates to the shrewd. Instead of 
action without regard for its results, we have action without regard for 
fate. Fatalism persists in Kautalya’s world-view, but it is not resignation. 
This attitude is reflected in his somewhat cavalier regard for transcendent 
values. Man must supplement virtue with organization in order to pre- 
serve and extend the victories over fortuna and thus secure the social 
framework that moral virtues presuppose. In this Kautalya seems to agree 
that “the king is the maker of his age.” The Mahabharata is often even 
more candid than Kautalya : “Right proceeds from miglit. . . . Right is 
itself devoid of command.”®^ 

The Gita admits that although man may act with detachment, without 
self-interest, and in faithful pursuance of duty, he can never be certain of 
the consequences of his actions nor even of the meaning of the act. He can 
never know what chain of action and reaction has been set in motion. 
(Hence philosophy throughout the ages has warned of the dangers of 
entanglement and advised man to be wary of the illusion of freedom.) 
Krishna, knowing that “all undertakings are enveloped by evil, as is fire 
by smoke,” asks only that every act be of the nature of worship.®® Kautalya 
is no less aware of the moral ambiguity of action. This ambiguity is 


Vide, pp. 369f. below. 
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especially apparent in the problem that the collectivity faces when it insists 
on its sovereignty yet judges the actions of the state by standards which 
exist for individual citizens who, by nature of their membership in the 
community, cannot claim such independence. Preoccupied as he was with 
a grand design for creating the basis of imperial power, Kautalya, the 
brahman counselor, could have no sympathy for a metaphysics such as 
Buddhism, which was interpreted as advocating nonaction and withdrawal 
as the condition for preserving the true freedom of man. ( Ashoka, master 
of India, could afford to renounce war — ^but even so we have no record of 
Ashoka’s disbanding his army.^ And later kings who embraced Buddhism 
or Jainism did not reject war as an instrument of policy as Ashoka had 
done.) 

Kautalya understood that disinterested action, such as that repre- 
sented by the chivalric or Krishnaite ideal, could not build strong organi- 
zations, and that to renounce action altogether was to renounce the real 
world. His systematic theory in effect brings together the idealization of 
action, the concept of self-discipline (which had reached its fullest develop- 
ment in heterodoxy), the rajadharma tradition, a strong statement of the 
artha position (“on material gain depends the realization of dharma and 
desire”^®), and the matsyanyaya" view of nature. What is new is the 
shaping of these concepts to the needs of the territorial state ; the relating 
of economic, military, and religious models to the requirements of political 
institutions and political conduct ; and the pervasive worldliness that tends 
to exalt the vaishya material function — merging the aristocratic ideal of 
action with the virtue of production, and even applying the fabrication 
image to political activity, as Plato and Machiavelli do. 

Kautalya must have disregarded his fellow brahmans as those who 
must implement ideas and proceed by a “sense of the situation** reject 
those who remain in the pure world of images that need never entirely 
conform to reality. In Greek philosophy, however, contemplation and 
fabrication appear to have liad an affinity that may be illustrated by Plato’s 
craftsman who is guided by the “idea” of the object he creates- —an idea 
that he imitates in the process of fabrication.®* Contemplation is thus tied 
to the creative experience and the transformation of external reality ; when 
applied to the political realm the image serves to justify the authority of 
the expert and to locate the source of authority in the supernatural. We 
might speculate that the great brahman, inspired with the idea of empire, 
ultimately reconciled his own traditional function with the requirements 
of state-building in a similar fashion. As Plato sought to preserve phi- 
losophy, so Kautalya knew that the brahmans, if they were to survive, 
must relate Iheir roles more realistically to the complexities of political life. 

It is worth recalling Professor Voegelin’s suggestion that the abstract 

** The Great Rock Edict no. 10 is evidence of the emperor’s aUempt to ret)lace the 
ideal of valor with that of piety, which was considered to be attainable by all but was 
thought to be more difficult for those of high status to attain. 

•The world belongs to the strong — literally, the law (nydya) of the fishes 
{rndtsya). 
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cosmic principle of China and tlic less complex symbolism it in fact made 
possible contributed to a conception of social order dependent not on the 
emperor alone (as Son of Heaven), but on councilors and bureaucrats 
as well.”® Instead of being projected into the cosmic order, political events 
were confined to the area of human activity — which was conceived in 
terms of power and conflict, a model inappropriate to the impassive tran- 
scendent realm. If this hypothesis is valid, we might ask whether the 
triumph of the Mauryan secular administration in the later fourth and 
third centuries b.c. may not have had some philosophical relation to the 
emergence in Indian culture of a comparable cosmic principle several 
hundred years earlier. The conception of a soul or “self” seeking identifi- 
cation with the cosmic force left the ritualistic sacrifice far behind. 

But the bureaucrat acquired a charismatic quality only toward the end 
of the Mauryan epoch, and then it was hardly comparable to that of the 
Confucian scholar. In India, it was rather a case of justifying material 
and secular ends as important in their own right, legitimate human pursuits 
that the increasing differentiation of the cosmic and human realms may 
have indirectly encouraged. And when salvation bad become more dis- 
tinctly a private affair, the state was allowed a freer scope for its activities 
than could have been the case in the age of brahman supremacy. 

A clearly perceived tension between sacred and profane could produce 
either the spirit of world-renunciation and asceticism or the frank accept- 
ance of the contrary demands of the two levels of existence. Other ancient 
Oriental empires were estalflished before such a differentiation look place, 
and in India a vestige of the older amalgamation of the religious and the 
political survived in the concept of the cliakravartin or sarvabhaiima, the 
world emperor, whose role was analogous to that of the ruler of the cosmic 
order.* In the Christian era new invasions from the northwest tended to 
restore the older cosmological analogy- -with new implications for the 
theory of the king’s divinity." 

As organization (in the sense of arrangements entered into by men 
for the accomplishment of specific purposes) spreads into more and more 
areas of social life, wc might expect that the “historical imagination” 
would begin to capture the minds of men. The sociological and philo- 
sophical are linked in the awareness of man's new capacity for controlling 
forces external to himself and achieving definite objectives through a 
hierarchical system of command and coordination — as compared to his 
former dependence on the magically induced correspondence of the po- 
litical order with the natural order. The belief in the efficacy of united 
effort encouraged man to see new possibilities in his environment: the 
world need not be the same tomorrow as it is today. The cyclical view of 
time is thus tempered. Once the nobles became involved in actual state- 

* Even here Achaemenid influence may have been more important than Indian 
tradition. . , , . 

« After the Mauryan state collapsed, a hierarchical quasi-feudal structure took 
its place. Though we must exercise a certain caution in using the term “feudal,” the 
titles of Kushan chieftains imply a relationship of lord and feudatory, and the exist- 
ence of a collection of tributary political units. 
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•making, molding a portion of the world to their purposes, the universe 
began to lend itself to human comprehension in ways that would not have 
appeared possible in the age when the power to transform was attributed 
to the gods alone. Thought loses its esoteric character and becomes in- 
strumental to action. 

The theory is complicated by the fact that there are two basic types 
of organization reflecting two goals that arc present in varying degrees in 
every ordered collectivity. Where the attainment of a particular objective 
(the winning of a battle, the making of a decision, the production of a 
commodity, and so forth) is of major importance, a sense of the future 
emerges, a feeling of expectation and, commonly, of optimism. These are 
rcs])onscs not generally associated with the cyclical view of time, based 
as it is on the concept of the eternal return. LUit where the organization 
is more concerned with its own survival and the maintenance of its equi- 
librium — ^goals which eclipse the express purposes that were its original 
justification, or which persist after those purposes have been achieved — 
we are confronted with a difTerent situation." This is the problem that 
Michels, believing such a transformation of means into ends to be the 
inevitable fate of all social organization, termed in its political aspect the 
‘'iron law of oligarchy.”®" 

During the change from “instrumental” organization to that type 
in which integrative needs and mechanisms are given*a liigher priority 
than the mobilization of facilities to accomplish a specific purpose,’" we 
may observe important modifications in the structure of authority. Au- 
thority is less likely to be based on rational knowledge, expert skill, or ex- 
traordinary power of some kind, than on the fact of incumbence in office. 
And as dux becomes rex, as the “representative” tribal organization gives 
way to the “punishment-centered” state, the purposes of the ruling elite 
diverge from those of the other members of the collectivity. With this 
dissensiis in ends, obedience comes to be stressed for its own sake. 
Formerly, values and shared purposes made possible noncocrcive types 
of socialization and social control. In the later development, tlie inte- 
grative requirement of organization can no longer be ignored. There 
are now different purposes or claims to be related and reconciled. This 
amounts to saying that dharma must be supplemented with danda ; punish- 
ment is necessary to bring the purposes of one part of the community into 
line with the purposes of the other. 

The empires of ancient Persia that may have inspired Kautalya were 

« “Whatever the plans of their creators, organizations, say the natural-system 
theorists, become ends in themselves and possess their own distinctive needs which 
have to he satisfied. Once established, organizations tend to generate new needs which 
- constrain subsequent decisions and limit the manner in which the nominal group goals 
can be pursued.” (Alvin Gouldner, “Organizational Analysis,” in Merton [267], 
p. 405. 

should be noted that some organizations have as their purpose the gratifica- 
tion that membership itself provides. Our concern here is not with associations of 
this type but with those organization.s which, as Parsons expresses it, “produce an 
identifiable something which can be utilized in some way by another system.” {Vide 
“A Sociological Approach to the Theory of Organizations,” in [317].) 
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often extensively bureaucratized (as in the case of the Achaemenid state), 
but they functioned less as agencies for the realization of the collective 
purposes of the people than as “punishment-centered” bureaucracies intent 
largely on their own perpetuation and aggrandizement. In such a struc- 
ture the empire comes to be seen as universal in the scope of its authority, 
and the king seeks to derive (tautologically) his authority from his own 
exalted position in society and its correspondence with that of the chief 
of the gods."*^ The cosmological style of symbolization finds its fullest ex- 
pression. The conservative ideological implications of the cosmological- 
correspondence symbolization are generally congenial with the interests 
of the ruling groups. 

This type of organization, which stresses the integrative elements 
necessary to the survival of the collectivity, is personified in the brahman, 
whose function is largely equilibrating and whose concern is the preser- 
vation of order. But the brahmans could offer little in the way of organi- 
zational concepts, and the priests did not represent a positive affirmation 
of worldly existence. Ironically it was a kshatriya who figured as the most 
influential force in the triumph of the spirit of quiescence and the sacral- 
izing of experience, and who stood in a relationship to the brahmans 
as did the world-decrying prophet to the magisterial technician-priests. 
When a disciple of the Buddha, the emperor Ashoka, adopted the new 
religion as an ap;*f/opriate basis for the organismic state, the importance 
of organization must have become apparent to the brahmans. And now 
as different religious ideals began to compete with the traditional ideology 
for the king’s favor, the brahmans were forced into closer collaboration 
with the ruling clique — in what amounted to a return to the ancient part- 
nership in the sacrifice of officiating brahman and sponsoring king. 

The role of the brahman had become that of legitimating the royal 
power and harmonizing the diverse interests of social groups. Whereas 
the function of the sacrifice had^been to ensure victory, the later collabo- 
ration of regnum and sacerdotium in Hindu culture guaranteed the caste 
division of rights and duties. Caste ultimately replaced the system of 
ministers, officials, and superintendents as the major regulating mecha- 
nism. This was the concluding phase of the evolution of control from the 
tribal struggles for hegemony and the competitive operations of incipient 
capitalism, later rationalized in the imperial bureaucracy and state con- 
trols over the economy, to a system that distributed social functions on 
the basis of birth into certain social stations. The state had become the 
punishment-wielding power, ensuring that the order remained “self-regu- 
lating.” By the beginning of the Christian era, the shoots of capitalist 
enterprise had withered and all but died. 

What remained of the more virile culture of the Vedic age was the 
idea of the exceptional man who is able to remake the world — the “his- 
torical man” who emerges to save the dharmic order from whatever decay 

^ In the post-Mauryan period of Indian history we actually find several instances 
of states in which the king functioned as the vicegerent of a god — who was con- 
ceived to be the true ruler. 
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may be at work in the structure. This is the avatar or chakravartin, who 
retires into legend once the cosmic order is re-established. Never was the 
point reached where a whole people came to be regarded as having a his- 
torical mission, as happened in ancient Israel. 

Archaic man, as Eliade remarks, when “placed between accepting the 
historical condition on the one hand, and his reidentification with modes 
of nature on the other . . . would choose such a reidentification.”®® In 
the transition from the archaic to the cosmological, the modes of nature 
had perhaps become less “natural” ; a society regulated mainly by kinship 
and tribal norms and the ideals of tlie heroic culture was eventually 
replaced, not by a rational administration dcsigticd to develop and co- 
ordinate the resources of society for the realization of collective goals, but 
by what we might call the “integrative” organization, which saw itself, if 
not as a replica of the cosmos as such, at least as the embodiment of the 
moral ])rinciple embedded in the cosmic order. It was the complete tri- 
umph of the organizational concept over the political. The state itself had 
paled into relative insignificance by the later Gupta period. The oligarchic 
tribal polity, that still flourished at the time of the Buddha, was a political 
structure in which a representative segment of the community participated 
in making decisions, and an appreciable number were treated as the social 
equals of those in positions of power. The new forms of integration, the 
territorial stale and caste stratification, were hicrarcl/ical ; no longer was 
there a place for the older politiail arrangements. Kautalya sought a 
centralized government by experts; caste rei)rescnted a return to a tra- 
ditionalist type of legitimation.*' 

All of this is relevant because of the central im])ortancc for our study 
of the centuries from the close of the Vedic period to the establishment of 
Magadha as the most powerful slate in India. In this period the rudi- 
mentary forms and processes of cay^italism made their appearance and 
there was a systematic attempt to build a rational bureaucracy for the 
purpose of unifying the Gangetic plain and, ullimately, all of Aryan India. 
The development of Ihe organizational apparatus by the Mauryans and 
their minislers made possible a cent ralizal ion of control that had never 
been known before. And ihe organization, when it succeeded in elimi- 
nating the contingencies of the world, left the hero without his stage.® 
Virtu is dependent on fortuna. 

History also becomes irrelevant as men approach the organizational 
utopia. There remains only a need for the administration of things (as 

y Unlike the Greeks, tlie Indians had difliculty seeing the slate as a natural proil- 
iict, and so were also less likely to see it as an ideal. It is the system of social roles 
(the Purusha analogy, etc.) that was considered the reflection or worldly symboliza- 
tion of the principle of order that governed the universe ; the state was viewed pri- 
marily as an instrument of that transcendent principle of order and justice. Punish- 
ment is the very essence of the ])()1itical function. We might surmise that the priests, 
who wished to prevent too close an identification of the political and the cosmic, en- 
couraged such a conception of the province of government. 

*Cf. Wolin [434], p. 423: “The special irony of the modern hero is that he 
struggles in a world where contingency has been routed by bureaucratized procedures 
and nothing remains for the hero to contend against.” 



164 The Ascendance of Royal Authority 

Lenin put it). In the process men themselves tend to become things. 
Their actions arc less the expression of their personality than the neces- 
sary responses to the requirements of the system. Achievement and per- 
formance have taken the place of the expressive symbolism of the act. 
Man stands apart from his own action — ^as though he had acquired the 
psychological consequences of the message of the Gita without the ethical 
content that justifies such alienation. 

In India the heroic ideal revived from time to time, particularly under 
the Rajputs, who typified kshatriya values, and, in the seventeenth cen- 
tury, with the martial programs of the Marathas and Sikhs. But soteri- 
ology, class solidification, and the imperatives of polity had crippled the 
ancient ideal irreparably. In the imperial state, which wc turn to now, 
there was no longer a place for the old heroic ideal apart from the purposes 
of the state. 



10 * THE EMPIRES 

OF ANCIENT INDIA 


THE RISK OF MAGADHA 

The seventh century b.c. was notable not only for the appearance of 
new religions hut also for the consolidation of political units into a number 
of independent kingdoms. There were at this time at least sixteen king- 
doms in India north of the Vindhya range, but by the sixth century four 
Gangetic states had become the major actors in Indian politics : Kosala 
(the realm of the legendary figure Rama), Vatsa, Avanti, and, destined 
for greatness, Magadha. Magadha controlled strategic sectors of the major 
trade routes of northern India — via both land and water. And Magadha 
had access to the important iron deposits. These were the primary eco- 
nomic foundations of an expansion that culminated in the vast imperial 
system of the Mauryas. ‘Tn its own way,” Kosambi has remarked, “it cor- 
responds to the Roman Empire in Europe.”^ In this process of consolida- 
tion, popular institutions were gradually replaced by forms of government 
more amenable to the political integration of large areas. 

Max Weber- and, more recently, several other scholars have remarked 
on a fact often overlooked in studies of ancient Indian history. Contem- 
porary with the rise of powerful territorial states, and more than simple 
coincidence, was the appearance of capitalist enterprise. The Ganges pro- 
vided a natural trade route, and wealthy nobles, beginning to move to 
urban centers to spend their rent, provided a market. The city, which had 
begun its development in the eighth and seventh centuries b.c., ceased 
to be primarily a fortress as opportunities for the accumulation of wealth 
through trade expanded. The king became increasingly dependent on the 
guilds, and the financial power of these craft and merchant associations 
qualifies them for comparison with those of medieval Europe. But the 
Indian guilds never developed an organization capable of resisting the 
state’s efforts to meet expenses by means other than capitalistic tax farm- 
ing. The new mercantile class, with its need for security of property and 
an orderly setting for business operations, could be expected to lend will- 
ing support to the autocracies of the Gangetic plain. And in return for 
financing the imperial ambitions of the prince, these merchants often 
gained important rights and privileges. Wealth made possible greater 
social mobility, and it was not uncommon for members of the lower orders 
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of society to attain positions of prestige. We know that the Mauryan 
dynasty employed a considerable number of shudra officials. 

The puranas (compendia of ancient legends and lore covering a wide 
variety of topics) do not provide a reliable account of the rise of Magadha, 
and the Sinhalese Mahdvamsa, a Buddhist text, is now usually taken as 
the basis for reconstructing the early history of the kingdom. In the time 
of the Buddha and the Persian emperor Cyrus, Magadha was ruled by 
the efficient and resolute Bimbisara, a man distinguished for military 
prowess and administrative acumen, who knew what to do witli territory 
after he had conquered it. Bimbisara reigned for fifty-two years before 
his death at the hand of his own son (eight years before the Buddha’s own 
demise). Ajatasatru, his son, succeeded in establishing hegemony over 
neighboring kingdoms and republics, incorporating, among other states, 
the once-powerful Kosala. By the fourth century b.c. Magadha — its capi- 
tal now at Pataliputra (modern Patna) — controlled the basin of the 
Ganges and the area as far north and west as Rajasthan and the Punjab. 
The foundations of imperial Magadha had been well laid by the Nanda 
rulers when the remarkable Chandragupta Maurya entered the scene. 

Plutarch has written that ‘‘Androkottos himself, who was then but a 
youth, saw Alexander himself.”® The discovery by the early Sanskritist 
Sir William Jone§. that “Androkottos” (sometimes “Sandrocottos”) re- 
ferred to Chandragupta is one of the great chronological anchors of Indian 
history. Alexander left the Punjab in 324 b.c., having dramatized the 
military weakness of the small states of northwestern India. It is difficult 
to reconstruct the ensuing campaign of Chandragupta against the Greek 
forces. Justin says simply that one Sandrocottos was responsible for 
liberating India after the death of Alexander. The Greek position had 
deteriorated, morale was low, and the conquered peoples proved difficult 
to govern. Chandragupta, already having proclaimed himself king, en- 
gaged his army in a series of battles with Greek forces that must have 
preoccupied him until Eudemus and his troops retired from the Punjab 
in 317, ending the threat of the Greek garrisons and leaving Chandragupta 
supreme in the northwest. 

But he had managed during this time to march on Magadha, turning 
an almost certain disaster resulting from poor strategy into victory. 
Pataliputra was besieged, the Nanda ruler killed, and Chandragupta was 
anointed by his adroit brahman minister, Canakya (or Kautalya), c. 321. 
The Mudraraksasa, a political play of the Gupta era, suggests that a palace 
revolution may have placed the Mauryas on the Nanda throne, and it is 
of course possible that some such intrig^ic may have been involved. The 
Mauryan ruler’s position was finally secured by his triumph in 305 over 
the Greek king Seleucus, Alexander’s successor in the eastern reaches 
of the empire, who sought to reclaim the area that had been lost. The 
Greek sources enlighten us little on this conflict, but they do state that 
Seleucus ceded extensive territories to the Indian leader in return for 500 
war elephants — ^an exchange which indicates that Chandragupta had the 
upper hand. At the time Seleucus surrendered Afghanistan and Baluchi- 
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Stan, the Indian army is reported to have numbered 650,000 men, 30,000 
cavalry, 9,000 elephants, and 8,000 chariots. Arrian maintains that these 
soldiers were paid so well that they su]3ported themselves and their de- 
pendents with comparative ease. Even allowing for the usual exaggera- 
tion in these figures, the burden on the Mauryan treasury must certainly 
have been enormous. 

Although the sources present us with a number of problems, we prob- 
ably know more of Mauryan polity than of any other period before the 
rise of the Mogul dynasty. The administrative organization and regula- 
tions of Kautalya® are generally taken to be a description of the Mauryan 
system. However, the Kautaliya never purports to give an account of a 
specific polity. It is a theoretical work, and any attempt to deduce more 
than the broad outlines of the Mauryan administrative system from it 
must bear this in mind. Despite its formal structure it is a shastram, a 
philosophical study. Those who insist on a late dale for the Kautalya 
Arthashastra are usually willing to concede that the work refers to con- 
ditions which, by the Mauryan epoch, had come to characterize Indian 
polity. The Arthashastra is supplemented by the obscrvalions of the Greek 
ambassador to the Mauryan court, Megastheiies, who exists for us only 
through citations in the subsequent writings of Diodorus, Strabo, the elder 
Pliny, Plutarch, Justin, and Arrian. In a recent article^ R. C. Majumdar 
argues that the classical writers had little confidence in Megasthenes' 
veracity ; his Indika was not highly regarded.* Arrian considered his de- 
scriptions generally unreliable : Megasthenes did not lake pains to verify 
what he heard and frequently recorded quite fantastic things. It would 
appear that classical writers were not as influenced by the accounts of 
Megasthenes as Indologists have assumed. It must be remembered also 
that Megasthenes was presumably describing Magadhan institutions in 
terms that would be meaningful to his countrymen, llis extravagant 
description of Magadha under Chandragupta may have been partially 
inspired by a desire to make of India an example for his fellow Greeks. 
India, a land of villages and country states, does not translate well into 
the vocabulary of the city-state, although some similarities are no doubt 
present. If this allowance is made, the differences between his account and 
Kautalya's are not significant. For the later Mauryan period the most 
reliable information comes from the imperial edicts — pillar and rock in- 
scriptions — of the Emperor Ashoka (Asoka). Perhaps the greater num- 
ber of these inscriptions had no binding authority. They were essentially 
the idealistic pronouncements of a spiritual leader. 

There is some question about the class origin of Chandragupta. The 
Punjabi king, Porus, is reported by Curtins to have told Alexander that 
the Nanda king ruling at this lime was of low birth — a barber who had 
become the queen’s lover and accomplice in the assassination of the former 
king. Mahapadma, the founder of the dynasty (c. 364 b.c.), is described 
in the puranas as another Parasurania (the exterminator of the warrior 

oThe Arthashastra of Kautalya will be discussed in some detail in Chapters 11 
and 12 below. 
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class). If we arc to believe the Buddhist sources, the youngest of the nine 
Nanda brothers, and the last lo rule, was begotten by a man of unknown 
origin, probably a shiidra. Plutarch reports that Chaiidragnpta referred 
to the base origin of his predecessor, which suggests his own higher status. 
Kautalya accepts him as a k.shatriya, but it is likely that the role of king 
conferred kshatriyaship by this time. Foreign sources reveal nothing about 
Chandragupta’s alleged humble origin, and there is little evidence to indi- 
cate that he himself was of the Nanda dynasty, as some have held. The 
theory that Chandragupta came from the lower orders runs counter to 
the puranas and the Buddhist literature. However, the -gupta suffix was 
most common among members of the vaishya class. Professor Mookerji 
believes that the clan name Moriya provides a more convincing expla- 
nation of the dynasty name Maurya than other theories (such as those 
which would derive the name from *‘Mura,” suggesting humble birth).® 
This argument is based on Buddhist tradition, which holds that the em- 
peror was the son of the chief of this clan. 

By the time Chandragupta’s son Bindusara ascended the throne in the 
early years of the third century b.c., the empire of the.Mauryas had reached 
vast proportions. It was divided and subdivided into provinces,** divisions, 
districts, and villages. Most large empires followed this administrative 
pattern. Members of the royal family often served as provincial gover- 
nors : Ashoka, CfTandragupta’s grandson, served his apprenticeship in this 
capacity. In the absence of princes, military officers respected for their 
valor were appointed to these governorships. The talent for military lead- 
ership was a necessary qualiiication, since the governors were responsible 
for preserving order and protecting the marches of the empire. The pro- 
vincial governors maintained their own courts and ministerial councils, 
and, owing to the difficulty of communication with the central government, 
autonomy tended to vary proportionately with distance from the imperial 
capital. 

Megasthenes mentions three groups of officials: the agronomoi, dis- 
trict officials ; astynomoi, town officials ; and the War Office. The district 
officials superintended irrigation . and surveying, hunting, agriculture, 
metallurgical and forest industries, mining, and road maintenance. The 
town officials were attached to six boards of five members each, which 
were charged with the care of foreigners, supervision of factories, regis- 
tration of vital statistics, inspection of goods, collection of taxes, and regu- 
lation of certain marketing operations. The committee of the War Office 
dealt with affairs of the admiralty, transport and supply, the cavalry, the 
elephants, the chariots, and the infantry. A headman {gramanl in the 
village, gopa in the town) , glided by the panchayat of elders, supervised 
the affairs of the smallest administrative units. He was registrar, tax 
administrator, and general arbiter. Villages were classified according to 
the contribution they made to the central government : those supplying 
troops, those giving free labor, those providing produce instead of taxes, 
those paying in either grain or coin as they wished, those exempted. 

b Avantira$tra, Dak$inapatha, Kalinga, Frachya, and Uttarapatha are known to 
us today. , 
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Mauryan administration seems to have involved two coordinate divisions 
of government : city and country. This division was continued into suc- 
ceeding centuries.® At this time the cities of the realm, like other corporate 
entities, enjoyed a high degree of independence. The central government 
rarely interfered with the administration of local affairs, and Megasthenes 
hints that at least some of the cities had arrived at a democratic form of 
government. 

Pataliputra, the capital city, was located at the point where the river 
Son joins the Ganges. It is described as a handsome city, more than nine 
miles in length, about one and a quarter miles broad, and surrounded by 
a moat sixty feet dee]) and two hundred yards wide. A timber palisade 
with sixty-four gates and S70 towers ran along the moat. It is possible 
that the audience hall at Pataliputra was modeled after a design used at 
Persepolis. The social and economic activities of the city were, for the 
most part, administered by the thirty-member council. 

The king relied mainly on his chief minister (mantri) and on his puro- 
hita. Three or four councilors composed his immediate advisory cabinet, 
and there was a larger council, or mantri-parishad, charged with the exe- 
cution of royal orders, n'hc central government had eighteen departments 
headed by tirthasS' A committee of five superintended the operations of 
each department, and a number of inspecting officers served to coordinate 
the activities of all departments. There were also military and economic 
officials. As administration increased in complexity, the power of the 
ministers grew. By the later Mauryan era evidence of ministers* refusing 
to execute the orders of the king can be found. 

Reconciling bureaucratic responsibility with autocratic control must 
have posed a major problem for the Mauryan ruler. The position of the 
minister may have been similar in some respects to that of the present-day 
Soviet bureaucrat confronted with the demand for efficient administration 
by a government reluctant to delegate the control over resources neces- 
sary for such efficiency because it fears the development of independent 
centers of power in the bureaucracy. As a consequence of such a dilemma 
the central government is burdened with the details of administration. 
Megasthenes reported that the Mauryan king was kept wSO busy that his 
daily rubdown with wooden rollers had to take place while he continued 
to hear cases in court. The ministers were appointed by the king, whose 
actions they advised in the interests of the people (at least in theory) ; 
they were usually chosen for their disposition to judge impartially and 
for those qualities of character that Hindu doctrine identified with the 
governing classes. There was no actual check on the executive power, 
although sacred law su])poscdly guided the policy of the king and he was 
• expected to have the advice and apj^roval of his ministers before acting. 
Chandragupta and his successors took on considerable legislative power, 
and the Arthashastra mirrors this new emphasis on the sovereign authority 
of the king’s law. 

The state described by Megasthenes and outlined in the Arthashastra 

® It is not clear from evidence wc have whether department heads were generally 
•distinguished from ministers. 
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is a bureaucratic polity — perhaps a resurrection of the ancient Harappa 
administrative pattern. This power structure, centered in a great citadel 
within the walled city of Pataliputra, might be described as a mixed system 
of rational and bureaucratic relationships on the state level, with guild, 
tribal, and caste associations absorbing residual administrative functions. 
These associations were destined to increase in importance — ^until by 
Gupta times the situation had reversed and the state was all but reduced 
to military and diplomatic functions. 

In referring to the Mauryan bureaucratic structure, we imply a dis- 
tinctively political area of activity with its own characteristic roles and 
purposes, which can be differentiated from the institutions, organizations, 
and goals of economic, religious, and other sectors of society. Chandra- 
gupta had established himself as a relatively independent force in politics, 
possessing a new freedom from tribal, clan, and caste restrictions and able 
to develop and pursue his own ends through agencies which were not 
affiliated with and legitimated by other social groups, but which were 
committed rather to the king and the governing elite. The function of 
these organizations was to implement policy by mobilizing material re- 
sources and popular support.** 

In addition to the struggle for power in the bureaucracy itself (par- 
ticularly the attempt to prevent the growth of clusters of power within 
the hierarchy), there is of course the larger struggle between the political 
decision-making group and other foci of power within the community. 
Mauryan consolidation was aided by the failure of traditional institutions 
to integrate and stabilize society effectively and to cope with changes 
capable of disrui)ting equilibrium. The territorial expansion of the earlier 
Magadhan rulers and the Mauryas made available new sources of wealth 
and power, which also served to upset the established position of different 
groups in society. We have earlier indicated that members of the lower 
classes began to gain at least some measure of prosperity as economic 
advances created new demands for their services. By encouraging the 
organization of a money economy and the increase in the volume of inter- 
national trade and contacts with the Hellenistic world, the Mauryan rulers 
hastened the decline of the isolation upon which the traditional society 
depends for the preservation of the customary and the sacred.*^ The shrewd 

We assume here that hierarchical patterns employed in the administration of 
large territories may take the form of (1)^ rational bureaucracy, characterized by the 
allocation to each post of rights and duties that are arranged in a definite chain of 
command with relationships assuming ^ impersonal and formal nature, or (2) charis- 
matic bureaucracy, which is characterized less by loyalty to office than by loyalty to 
the person of the leader. Charismatic bureaucracy may be a totalitarian bureaucracy, 
which allocates functions and responsibilities frequently without requisite control of 
necessary facilities, or it may be patrimonial bureaucracy, which amounts to an ex- 
tension of the ruler’s household and introduces a paternal element into the relation 
of the leader to his subordinates. (Though the latter may acquire hereditary land 
grants, they remain more like bureaucratic officials than vassals.) Decentralized types 
of control (i.e., control over areas of limited size) include the household, domiimted 
by the patriarch ; the feudal relationship, based on a contract that stipulates rights 
and duties instead of the paternal relationship ; polis democracy ; and the tribal, caste, 
or village council of elders or influential members of the community. 

• As early as the sixth century B.c. trade united Magadha with Persia. Silver 
coins attest to this development. 
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•Kautalya may have seen the consequences of territorial expansion and 
concentration of political i)ower, and may have sought to utilize these 
developments to strengthen the brahman position by encouraging the ex- 
pansion of Aryan culture, curtailing the growing influence of heterodox 
religion (especially an alliance with the state), and providing an effective 
check on the kshatriya nobility. But the motives of the brahman minister 
we may only surmise.^ 

Raising money to finance the extensive undertakings of the state with- 
out inducing widespread popular discontent must have called for consid- 
erable ingenuity. The war with Seleucus made further demands on the 
resources of the state, and, if the Arthashastra does in fact date from this 
period, we can easily understand its preoccupation with the financial needs 
of the state. Chandragupta, as we have noted, maintained a vast army 
numbering hundreds of thousands of troops. The Greek ambassador re- 
marked that the soldiers constituted a “class” second only to the agricul- 
turists in size. They were salaried and equipped by the state, and when 
not fighting, which was their only duty, they “abandon themselves to 
enjoyment.”^ 

Mauryan economic policy eventually had the effect of pushing pro- 
duction into the villages. As a part of the program to augment the wealth 
of the state, Chandragupta established many village communities, which 
appear to have been subject to extensive controls by the bureaucracy, 
although they often became virtually self-sufficient economic units.^ The 
Mauryan king had the right of eminent domain over all the land in the 
kingdom. Evidently this right was so broadly interpreted in the Mauryan 
state that it suggested to Greek observers a parallel with Egypt, where 
the king owned the land. Export and import duties, excise and octroi 
taxes were often burdensome, but despite this and the fact that the 
Mauryan king did not encourage small private enterprise as such, com- 
merce expanded and Megasthenes was able to comment enthusiastically 
on the prosperity of Magadha. With land taxes sometimes reaching a 
third of the yield, the coffers filled. The state operated the mines, super- 
vised the forests, managed its own dairy, cotton, sugar, and oil industries, 
and controlled the manufacture and sale of liquor. 

The government provided many public services, which included rural 
development programs and experimental farms for the improvement of 

/ In terms of basic forms of social organization it would appear that the tribal 
group represented a greater challenge than the bureaucratic state to the caste order. 
We might go so far as to say that though it brought with it a certain leveling of 
society, the Mauryan state in its struggle with the older tribal elements found that 
the alternative to the former horizontal divisions involved social controls that only 
the system of sanctified stratification could provide. 

^ Megasthenes records also that they had hired attendants to wait on them, so 
that evidently they were well paid. This may indicate that their loyalty was uncertain 
and that the king was forced to purchase their allegiance. Chandragupta’ s title to the 
throne rested on conquest, and suspicions about his origin may have threatened his 
legitimation. 

^ **The idiocy of village life was carefully fostered as a state economic measure ; 
for the increased wealth which was hardly any use to the villager found its way into 
the hands of the state, which supplied him with cattle, tools, utensils, on its own terms 
and charged heavily for irrigation and any special service.” (Kosambi [218], p. 219.) 
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crops and animals. The dharmic code dictated a charitable program, and 
the state provided for the less fortunate members of the community. Food 
was allotted to the hungry, and care given to orphans, the sick (animal 
as well as human), and the aged. Travelers and foreigners in distress 
were similarly provided for. Places of worship and entertainment were 
sponsored and subsidized by the government. The forests were made to 
yield scholarship as well as timber ; the government set up learning “reser- 
vations,” and was as assiduous in furthering education as in backing re- 
ligion. The state also sought to protect the consumer from fraud and from 
unauthorized commodity prices. A series of judicial bodies, ranking from 
the village court, presided over by the headman, to the imperial court, 
administered the law. With the possible exception of the village court, 
these bodies differentiated between criminal and civil cases. 

The Mauryan emperor, or his representatives, conducted periodic tours 
of outlying regions to renew contacts with the people as well as to inspect 
provincial administration. Megasthenes reports that the king relied on 
spies. There were apparently so many of these special agents that the 
Greek concluded that they constituted a separate class in the Mauryan 
state. It was their duty to relate to the king or the magistrates everything 
that transpired in the cities and army and countryside. Prostitutes were 
often employed in this way. The attention Kautalya devotes to the in- 
telligence system may reflect the importance attached to spying activities 
in the Mauryan empire. The spies and the army may be said to have been 
the pillars of the Mauryan power, making possible the reasonably effective 
administration of a great territory in a time when transportation and com- 
munication systems were still primitive.* 

Although slavery was recognized in Hindu theory, slaves were treated 
with more human consideration than was the case in most ancient states. 
Megasthenes claimed that the institution did not exist, which may indicate 
that by the time of the Mauryas many slaves were receiving their freedom 
and the worst evils of the system were being abolished. 

THE REGIME OF ASHOKA MAURYA 

Occasional shafts of light pierce the dense tangle of the Indian past 
and reveal the teaching of a religious virtuoso, the career of a monarch, 
the exploits of a hero. The reign of the emperor Ashoka in the third cen- 
tury B.c. left its monument in the form of inscriptions that remain to us 
today. These records make it possible for us to reconstruct the heyday of 
Mauryan power with some confidence. The empire of Ashoka, the last 
great Mauryan king, embraced all of India with the exception of the Tamil 
country at the southern extremity, stretching north to the Hindu Kush 
and Kashmir and Nepal.^ 

The chronicles of Ceylon, the Dipavamsa and Mahavamsa, probably 

* We arc not certain whether regular embassy posts were established. Ambas- 
sadors were often primarily envoys of good will, or were intpt on specific missions, 
such as negotiating commercial or diplomatic treaties, or espionage. 

t Kamarupa (modern Assam) seems to have remained outside the empire. 
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dating from the fourth and fifth centuries a.d., tell us something of the 
period of Ashoka’s reign, although these Buddhist sources can hardly be 
considered disinterested commentaries. The chronicles state that Chan- 
dragupta ruled for twenty-four years, Bindusara for twenty-eight years 
followed by a four-year interregnum, and Ashoka for thirty-seven years. 
Ashoka was apparently not the crown prince, and the sources touching 
on his early reign indicate a struggle for power among the Mauryan 
princes- -which would account for the four-year interval after the death 
of his father. He acceded to the throne of Magadha in 269 or the fol- 
lowing year. 

Buddhist texts imply that Ashoka was extremely wicked before his 
conversion to the faith, but we may assume that this characterization is 
intended to dramatize the change wrought by the emperor’s acceptance 
of the teaching. Accounts of conversions to Christianity are not free of 
such exaggerations, and some Augustine scholars believe that the saint 
deliberately overstated his own youthful sins and indiscretions in order 
to emphasize the power of his new-found faith. The distress and destruc- 
tion caused by the war with Kalihga, in which, we are told, “150,000 
persons were deported, 100,000 were slain, and many times that number 
died,'*^ are reputed to have had a profound effect on the great emperor, 
causing him to renounce future armed conquest and to dedicate himself 
to imbuing tlie world with the Buddhist ethic and sacred duty. But we 
can be reasonably sure that Ashoka’s desire to control the routes to 
southern India must have been an important motive for the war. And 
with the defeat of Kalinga, Ashoka overcame the last significant obstacle 
to the control of India. (The edicts point to generally amicable relations 
with the kingdoms of the south, and there appears to have been no need 
for their subjection.) For all his remorse, it is interesting to note that 
Ashoka did not confess these feelings in Kalinga itself. To do so would 
surely have been unwise. We may, however, speculate that in embracing 
Buddhism, Ashoka had determined on a faith capable of cementing the 
empire he and his grandfather had built.® It may well be that Ashoka was 
not the first of his line to show partiality to a nonorthodox sect. His father 
is said to have been influenced by the Ajlvikas,*^ and Chandragupta him- 
self very possibly became a Jaina in his later years. 

The Buddhist chronicles are surprisingly quiet regarding the Kalinga 
war. The Ceylon texts do not refer to it, although it is commonly assumed 
to have been the event that stimulated the famous conversion. A recent 
study of Ashoka concludes that the emperor’s acceptance of Buddhism 
actually preceded the Kalinga campaign.® In the Brahmagiri Minor Rock 
Edict (c. 256), Ashoka remarks that he has been a lay Buddhist for more 
than two and a half years, but, he says, “for a year I did not make much 
progress.” His conversion thus seems not to have been the dramatic trans- 
formation that we have come to expect in such situations. After a year of 
exposure to the heterodox teaching, Ashoka was able to announce that at 

^ An ascetic group somewhat like the Jainas in the discipline that guided their 
conduct (vide Basham [23]). 
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last he had drawn close to the Order. The Bhabra edict (which was most 
probably intended for the monks of the sangha rather than for the general 
population) further attests to his acceptance of the major elements of 
Buddhism. But the dhamma, the expression of this ethic, is more a concept 
of social responsibility than a purely religious ideal.^° Ashoka evidently 
did not seek to identify dhamma as a Buddhist principle, but rather tried 
to emphasize the universalist content of the idea and its freedom from any 
specific doctrinal roots. Dhamma represents a civic ethic, something that 
would not, of course, be stressed in orthodox Buddhism. 

The Mauryan ruler made it clear that he considered the welfare and 
happiness of the people his mission ; to bring them contentment in this 
world and heaven in the next is the purpose expressed in the Rock Edicts.* 
We know that Ashoka provided for groves of shade trees along the major 
highways of the realm to accommodate merchants and other travelers."* 
In the sixth Rock Edict he says that no matter where he is “in the enclosed 
I female] apartments, in the inner chamber, in the royal ranch, on horse- 
back or in pleasure orchards, the Reporters may report people’s business 
to me. People’s business I do at all places.’’ 

But it was not the comfort of this world that most concerned the .great 
king. Ashoka took it upon himself to establish a code of ethics that 
amounted to a rejection of the sacrificial cult and the brutalities and in- 
equities it justified. The military program of liis grandfather was replaced 
with a policy of ‘Righteousness’’ : only through dharma could lasting con- 
quests be made. “The sound of drum has b^ome the sound of Dhamma.”^' 
This was the basis of the practice of nonviolence (ahimsa) advocated by 
the Mauryan emperor, A more skeptical assessment might suggest that 
expansion was no longer profitable. The costs of maintaining the empire 
were more than the income from the less fertile Deccan could bear." And 
yet, despite its cost and despite Ashoka’s rejection of aggressive war, there 
is no mention in the edicts of his» reducing the size of the imperial army. 
Ashoka, for all his dedication to humanitarian ideals, gives no evidence of 
having relaxed the methods of punishment prescribed by earlier Mauryan 
kings. Nor did the principle of nonviolence lead him to abolish capital 
punishment. 

In the ninth year of his reign he embraced Buddhism, which, of all 

^ Rock Edict VI : ‘Tor the welfare of the whole world is an esteemed duty with 
me. . . . There is no higher duty than the welfare of the whole world. And what 
little effort I make is in order that I may render some happy here and that they may 
gain heaven in the next world.” Probably the SingalovOda Suttanta or similar Pali 
texts are the source of the moral rules laid down in Rock Edict VI. 

“On the roads have I planted the banyan trees. They will offer shade to man 
and beast. I have grown mango-orchards. I have caused wells to be dug at every 
eight koscs ; and I have had rest-houses [built] . I have made many watering sheds 
at different places for the enjoyment of man and beast. This [provision of] enjoy- 
ment, however, is, indeed, a trifle, Ix^causc mankind has been blessed with many 
such blessings by the previous kings as by me.” (Pillar Edict VII. Vide also Rock 
Edict II.) 

" Professor Kosambi makes the ^int that between the regimes of Chandragupta 
and Ashoka the silver content of coins was diminished from three-quarters to less 
than a third — ^and this debasement continued. 
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religions, he saw as the most perfect embodiment of ahimsa. Under the 
patronage of the great emperor the Buddhist ethic spread beyond the con- 
fines of the peninsula ; within several centuries most of southern Asia was 
exposed to the religion, and during the first five centuries of the Christian 
era central Asia and the Far East came under Buddhist influence.® But 
tolerance was the keystone of official policy under Ashoka. “The king, 
beloved of the Gods,** honors every form of religious faith, but considers no 
gift or honor so much as the increase of the substance of religion ; whereof 
this is the root, to reverence one's own faith and never to revile that of 
others. Whoever acts differently injures his own religion while he wrongs 
another's.”^ All men should respect the doctrines professed by others, and, 
in the administration of the realm, the customary law of different peoples 
must be allowed to prevail. The ideal had a secularizing effect on society 
for it must have meant the end of many special concessions and immunities 
to the priests. It should be noted that Rock Edicts 111 and IV recommend 
respectful and generous behavior toward brahmans as well as toward 
heterodox ascetics. More often than not the brahmans are mentioned in 
the edicts before the Buddhist holy men. These inscriptions indicate that 
Ashoka was always careful to avoid antagonizing the priests directly. But 
Ashoka certainly did not share the deference to the sacrj^cial order that 
marked Kautalya's acceptance of varna.® 

It is relevant to ask at this point what dhamma (dharma) may have 
meant for Ashoka. Surely there had been a decisive m^odification in the 
concept as it developed from the Vedic rita. Under brahman influence, 
dharma had become intimately linked with caste. And though caste con- 
tinued to be recognized by the Buddhists as an institution fundamental to 
social order, it had lost its former significance for personal salvation. 

Despite the declared intentions of Ashoka, it can be argued that the 
tradition of royal patronage of religion had its real beginning in his regime. 
Although he counseled tolerance and demanded that men be restrained in 
their speech regarding religious matters and tliat all sects be allowed to 
flourish, Ashoka was intent on encouraging certain types of conduct and 
he must have infringed on religious freedom when he condemned practices 
such as the killing of animals for sacrifice. His very sympathy toward 
heterodox groups, his active proselytizing and establishing of missions, 
held a danger to the traditional balance of power. The royal authority had 
become the protector of sacred law in a way that was new to India. Gov- 
ernment had always been an instrument of religion, but less actively so. 
Now the king must concern himself directly with the common good, an 

® Migration, political upheaval, the development of sects, the brahmanic revival, 
and the Muslim conquests all contributed to the destruction of Buddhism as the basis 
of a common Asian civilization, and drove the religion from India — where it survives 
only in monuments and shrines. But elements of the Buddhist faith were assimilated 
by Hinduism, and in this highly altered form it survives. 

P Devanampiya, “beloved of the gods,” is the title Ashoka took for himself. 

But vide Mookerji [272], Appendix III, for parallels between the Rock Edicts 
and the Arthashastra. A number of the reforms undertaken by the king would app^r 
to be the realization of changes proposed by Kautalya, if we are correct in assuming 
the earlier date of the Arthashastra, 
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idea anticipated in the Arthashastra (if it is not, indeed, Ashokan experi- 
ence that inspired the ideal commonwealth of Kautalya). 

Ashoka’s conversion to Buddhism ended the ability of the brahman 
ministers to check the royal power. When the state combined Brahma and 
Kshatra in its own authority it approached a self-legitimating caesaropa- 
pism. And now there existed the opportunity for religion to become the 
instrument of government — in a more insidious fashion than that devised 
by the author of the Arthashastra, The individual could accept official 
policy or oppose it, but there were no effective agencies of protest and social 
change. Before the advent of Buddhism, the inchoate caste system had at 
least served as an intermediary institution between the individual and the 
state. Freedom was still only the freedom to prepare oneself for salvation. 
And here the state justified its intervention, since its function was con- 
ceived in moral terms. The state recognized no sphere of life beyond the 
pale of stale regulation, and Ashoka himself decided what constituted the 
good of the people.^ 

We may wonder what law Ashoka employed in dealing with those, 
such as Jainas and Buddhists, for whom the traditional caste-based codes 
would have been inappropriate or inadequate. What replaced Brahmanical 
law? We should, of course, assume that the emperor relied on the usage 
and custom of non-Brahmanical peoples. But this would still require a 
technique for adjusting disputes arising among persons of different re- 
ligious commitments. The development of positive law must have been at 
least in part the consequence of the need for equitable administration of a 
people professing a variety of faiths. To a considerable extent the tradition 
of pluralism, which allowed different groups to regulate their activities in 
accord with their own laws and customs, could be extended to these 
peoples. But there were always problems of conflicting local laws, and the 
secular authority would have to arbitrate such problems. This pattern of 
development may have been similar in some respects to the evolution of the 
Roman ius gentium. There were ample opportunities for Ashoka to pro- 
mulgate law, and the emperor did in fact issue orders that cannot be called 
in any sense the application of customary or sacred law. He had appro- 
priated the legislative function, although in theory the rules he handed 
down were in accordance with sacred law. 

The Buddhist king governed directly, announcing his policy in imperial 
edicts which, whether of a civil or ecclesiastical nature (no careful delinea- 
tion was made), were communicated to the citizens by his viceroys and 


^ £mile Durkheim discusses the relationship between the state and the group life 
of society in these words : “In holding its constituent societies in check, [the state] 
prevents them from exerting the repressive influences over the individual that they 
would otherwise exert. So there is nothing inherently tyrannical about state inter- 
vention in the different fields of collective life ; on the contrary, it has the object and 
the effect of alleviating tyrannies that do exist. . . . [But] if that collective force, 
the state, is to be the liberator of the individual, it has itself need of some counter- 
balance ; it must be restrained by other collective forces . . . “ (Professional Ethics 
and Civic Morals [Glencoe, 111., 1958], pp. 62f.) Vide, e.g., Hegel, Philosophy of 
Right, pars. 302f. 
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governors. Thirty -three of these inscriptions remain.* These edicts, which 
mirror the ethical ideas of the early Buddhist canonists/ are concerned 
with dhamma and methods of disseminating these ethical principles. The 
edicts are similar in expression to those of Darius. With several excep- 
tions in the northwest, the inscriptions are in Prakrit (popular dialects) 
and are written in the Brahml script, which is usually read from left to 
right. The use of Prakrit indicates that the edicts were meant to be acces- 
sible to all literate men. Most of the Minor Rock Edicts are concerned 
exclusively with Buddhism and Ashoka’s relation to the Order," and the 
Minor Pillar Edicts are devoted to Ashoka's religious activities." The 
pillar edicts date from the twenty-seventh and twenty-eighth years of his 
reign. They are his last testament. The seventh edict, which summarizes 
his achievements, is followed by ten years of silence. If the emperor left 
further records, they have yet to be discovered. 

The central government undertook to propagate dhamma ; in the four- 
teenth year of his rule Ashoka established a corps of dhamma-mahamattas 
(dharma-mahamatras) to serve as religious supervisors as well as welfare 
agents."^ The mahamatta seems to have had access to the homes of all 
members of society. In the first pillar edict (twenty-seventh regnal year) 
we learn that it was sometimes necessary for these officials to persuade men 
who wandered from the true path. But we are not enlightened as to the 
form this persuasion takes. The dhamma ai)pears to Ije more narrowly 
defined by this time and to have taken on the nature of a comprehensive 
civil code. 

The higher officials were ordered to tour at regular intervals in order 
to learn the wishes of the people as well as to instruct them in the moral 

» Fourteen Rock Edicts, the minor Rock Edicts, seven Pillar Edicts, and the 
minor Pillar inscriptions. Not all of the pillars arc in the places in which they were 
originally inscribed. Many of the inscriptions begin with the phrase “Devanam-priyo 
Piyadasi Raja evam aha,” *‘Thus saith King Priyadarshin, beloved of the gods.” 
Ashoka refers to himself as Priyadarshi. 

* It is not often observed that the emphasis of the Ashokan inscriptions has 
shifted to a value more “positive” than Nirvana; we learn of a heavenly reward 
(svarga) for pious and dutiful behavior in this life. (Cf. Rock Edicts IV, IX, XIII ; 
Zimmer [441], pp. 499f.) 

^ These include the Bhabra and Rummindci edicts. 

« Evidently Ashoka did not consider himself head of the sangha. Had he, he 
would surely have played a more instrumental role in convening the Third Council 
at Pataliputra. 

^ In Rock Edict V he relates that “Dhamma-mahamattas were created by me 
when 1 had been consecrated thirteen years. They are employed among all sects ; and 
[are concerned with] the establishment of Dhamma, promotion of Dhamma, and the 
welfare and happiness of those devoted to Dhamma.” In Pillar Edict IV he says : 
“They will make themselves acquainted with what gives happiness or pain, and 
exhort the people of the provinces so that they will find happiness in this life and the 
next. . . . Certainly, just as [a person] feels confident after turning over his children 
to a competent nurse, [saying to himself] *the nurse desires the welfare of my off- 
spring,’ so have I appointed the rajukas for the welfare and happiness of the country 
people. In order that they may perform their duties without fear, confidently and 
willingly, I give them independent authority in judgment [reward] and punishment. 
But uniformity in administration and punishment is desirable.” Although the missi 
dominici of the Frankish kings (with whom the maliamattas arc compared) were 
charged with the promotion of religion, their duties were far more secular than those 
of the mahamattas. 
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It could be argued that the emissaries of dharma were less expensive * 
representatives of the law than the usual officials and soldiers (and the 
spies necessary to watch their activities).'* Ashoka himself was fre- 
quently on the move. This entrusting of government officials with moral 
as well as political functions has been cited as the most important single 
innovation in the political organization of Ashoka’s regime.^® Every few 
years a council of administrative officials met to consider methods of pro- 
moting justice and advancing the ethical concepts which, in the Buddhist 
Law of Piety, were conceived as the foundation of religion. 

In addition to illuminating Ashoka*s religious faith and his missionary 
activity, the edicts tell us something of his administrative system. Two of 
the Rock Indicts (III and VI) refer to the Ashokan council. The min- 
isters had the right to debate the orders of the king and his departmental 
advisors.® This was meant to imply not that the authority of the king was 
limited, but rather that the advice of the council should be sought before the 
people were informed by local officials of administrative decisions.*' Mem- 
bers of the parishad appear to have been free to express opinions contrary 
to the king’s, and, in the later years of Ashoka's regime, to have success- 
fully deterred or modified actions contemplated by the king. Parts of the 
empire (especially frontier areas) were governed by local rajas, but the 
governors and district officers (rajilkas atid prCidesikas) were the impor- 
tant administrative figures. One of the edicts grants these officials sover- 
eign jurisdiction in governing the provinces. They need not fear contra- 
diction from the central authority. Here is the first suggestion of the 
diminishing power of the central government. 

The Buddhist legends imply that Ashoka’s control began to loosen 
toward the end of his regime, but there is little of a specific nature to sug- 
gest how or where this weakening came about. In its attempts to regulate 
life — first in the material sphere, under Chandragupta and his able min- 
ister, and later in the spiritual; under Ashoka — the state at length over- 
extended itself. Difficulties of communication and finance and pressures 
from discontented or ambitious elements of the community were to prove 
too much for the Mauryan state. If Magadha had been able to produce 
leadership of comparable talent, these obstacles might have been overcome. 
But such ability is rare : Chandragupta and Ashoka were, respectively, 
India’s greatest organizer and India’s greatest king.® 

Although the economic, military, and religious policies of the Mauryan 

^The third Rock Edict indicates that Ashoka’s council did little more than 
approve the policies of the king. But in the sixth Rock Edict the authority of the 
ministers is somewhat greater, though the council is rarely more than an advisory 
body. 

V The size of Ashoka’s privy council is not known, but his father’s is said to have 
numbered five hundred members. 

^Thapar ([407], pp. 194f.), relying on passages in the Kun&lasUtra, a Kashmiri 
account, has suggested that on the death of Ashoka the empire was partitioned be- 
tween Kunala and Ashoka's grandson, Dasaratha. Kunala, who governed in the 
west, was very possibly Ashoka’s son. If this theory is correct, Kunala could be 
expected to have had administrative difficulties that the eastern empire, governed 
from Pataliputra and based on the organization inherited from Ashoka, would not 
have experienced. But evidence for all this is far from conclusive. 
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rulers and their innovations in political organization did not appreciably 
transform the daily life of the humbler member of society, the effects of 
their administrations must surely have altered the traditional social struc- 
ture. By traditional (or communal) society we mean one in which norms 
and goals are established by custom, and there is little capacity for change 
and invention. Ascribed status determines the political elite, and social 
groups are relatively free of domination by the central authority or by other 
groups, and are able to control many aspects of their members’ lives. When 
the state itself asserts control over these groups, the structure begins to 
take on a totalitarian character. Without the technological devices avail- 
able to modern totalitarian states, the state could not hope to alter the 
behavior of the individual to the degree possible today. But indirectly, 
by controlling the economy, introducing new classes into political life and 
excluding others, actively promoting particular religious ideals, adminis- 
tering sanctions efficiently in various areas of conduct, mobilizing for ex- 
pansion, and the like, the Mauryan state was threatening the time-honored 
institutions and modifying customary social relationships. 

We should not be surprised to learn of a reaction on the part of those 
groups whose position in society was dependent on the older patterns of 
conduct. Although there is little evidence of actual maltreatment of the 
brahmans, the priests lost much of their former influence on political policy 
and religious life. Some historians postulate a brahmJin uprising, and 
attribute the collapse of the empire to Ashoka’s patronage of Buddhism 
and commitment to pacifism. The theory of a brahman uprising was pos- 
sibly inspired by the fact that Pusyamitra, who led the palace revolution 
(c. 184 B.c.) against the Mauryan king Brihadratha, ending a dynastic 
rule that had lasted for 137 years,®® was evidently a brahman.*'*' A less 
dramatic,. but more realistic theory of the downfall of the Mauryas would 
have to emphasize the practical problems of administering a territory that 
included most of India — ^as well as the need to rely on officials who were 
often ambitious and of divided loyalty. An empire of these proportions 
depends on effective control at the center. This direction appears to have 
been lacking in the later years of the empire. The movement for local 
autonomy was encouraged by foreign invaders such as the Bactrian Greeks. 
In the court itself there were undoubtedly factional disputes and ministers 
eager to arrogate more power to themselves. 

Pushyamitra, who organized the coup d'etat that overthrew Briha- 
dratha, held a high office under the king as commander-in-chief of the 
army. He established his own family, the Shungas (Sunga), on the throne 
of Magadha ; they ruled, if tradition is correct, until Simuka, the first Sa- 
tavclhana king, vanquished the Shunga empire sometime around 72 n.c. 

«» According to the puranas the Mauryas ruled for this period of time, the 
regimes of Chandragupta, Bindusara, and Ashoka accounting for eighty-hve years. 
After Ashoka the dynastic chronicle becomes confused. 

bb Most scholars consider Pushyamitra to have been a brahman, but though the 
• family name suggests brahman lineage, we know that by this time members of the 
twice-born castes were taking the names of their priests — rather than the priests 
taking the name of the tribal chieftains, as had been the custom in Vedic times. 
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By this time UjjayitiT, the capital of the old kingdom of Avanti, had re- 
gained its prominence, and, with Magadha cut off from the ports of the 
west, it replaced Pataliputra as an economic and cultural center. In north- 
ern and western India foreign conquerors consolidated their positions. 
The Kushans (Kusana) controlled almost all of this area in the first 
century a.d., shifting the political focus to Peshawar. The domain of the 
powerful Kushan king Kaniska, a patron of Buddhism, extended as far 
east as modem Bihar. But the Kushan power was already so decentralized 
as to justify the use of the term feudatory in describing the political struc- 
ture. The successors of Kanishka ruled until the third century, when, with 
the victory of Shapur I, the northwest was brought under Persian influ- 
ence. In the northwestern Deccan, the kingdom of the Satavahanas {An- 
dhras) was paramount for the first three centuries of the Christian era. In 
this unstable period between the empire of the Mauryas and that of the 
Guptas, the term matsyanyaya gained increasing currency. Lawlessness 
characterized large parts of India; it was indeed a “time of troubles” 
marked by pillaging invaders and almost constant struggle among the 
Indian states. 

Small kingdoms as well as a number of republics had begun to reappear 
as early as the concluding years of Mauryan rule. It was not uncommon 
for the leadership of these republics to become hereditary, and for the 
rulers to take tfle title of maharaja. Of these republics, llie Yaudheyas, 
in the southern Punjab, the Mfilavas in what is now Rajasthan, and several 
others survived into the Gupta period — but not beyond the fourth century 
A.D. More often than not, kings followed the traditional advice to refrain 
from annexing conquered territory. The vanquished king, or a close rela- 
tive, would be restored to the throne — ^the state becoming a feudatory. Or, 
when annexation did take place (as it did occasionally in the Gupta epoch), 
the former king might serve a^s a provincial officer. 

These tributary states were independent in domestic and foreign policy, 
save for their duties of homage on ceremonial occasions and their obliga- 
tions to assist their lords in time of war. The elaborate gradation of rank 
(ranging from king to ‘‘supreme king of kings”*^*") reflected the relative 
position of these states in the political structure of the time. These gran- 
diose titles appear to have been largely the contribution of invading tribes 
that descended on India during these centuries and all but exhausted 
kshatriya power. 

Yet in this time of barbarian encounter and religious competition that 
followed the decline of Mauryan rule, the institution of kingship was 
strengthened. If the invaders were to be repulsed, the king must have full 
responsibility and the state must be effectively organized to take maximum 
advantage of its resources. And it was in the interest of religion to buttress 
the authority of the king. In the acute religious conflict that followed the 

By Gupta times the title maharaja could no longer compete with such lofty 
descriptions of the monarch as **son of the gods.” ^Maharaja” had become the title 
for the rulers of modest feudatories — a hollow memory of the grandeur and potency 
the term once connoted. 
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•break-up of the Asliokan empire, the states usually took a strong partisan 
position (most of them disposed to renascent Brahmanism) and the king 
was rewarded with a sanctification that had never been equaled in earlier 
Indian history. It is at this time that the divinity of kings really emerges : 
the innovations of Ashoka, the new interpretations of the royal function, 
and the introduction of Near Itastern and Greek concepts encouraged this 
development. 


TMPKKTAL ADMINISTRATION OF THE GUPTAS 

The second century a.d. saw a reassertion of guild power, which Weber 
believed coincided with the new influx of money from the Roman Em- 
pire the availability of precious metals may have encouraged Indian 
kings to mint coins of their own. But between the second century and the 
early Gupta period the great urban centers had begun to decline. Archeolo- 
gists tell us that by this time coins had become coarser and cruder and the 
fine pottery of an earlier age had disappeared. The Gupta rulers, Kumara 
Gupta excepted, issued almost no copper coins. Trade was diminishing 
in importance and the money economy was declining. Officials were, with 
increasing frequency, paid in kind or by grants of revenues. The village 
had become the basic unit of the economy. Commodity production and 
purchasing power were reduced to a level that discouraged capitalistic 
development. When the costs of centralized administrative control became 
prohibitive the village assumed increasing political importance as well.^^ 
And the village, practically self-contained politically and economically, 
would remain the fundamental social entity until modern times. With the 
replacing of the city by the village in the Gupta epoch, commodity pro- 
duction was no longer equal to the rich cultural development that had 
earlier flowered under the Satavahana dynasty. 

Records of a number of land grants to brahmans have survived. These 
gifts of land were intended by their donors as a kind of spiritual investment. 
By the fifth century a.d. the grants comprised control over revenue 
sources, including even the mines (which had long been considered the 
king's personal domain), as well as administrative control over the villages 
included in the land grants.**^ The practice of granting land and adminis- 
trative rights to the brahmans in the Gupta era was one of the factors lead- 
ing to feudalizing of Indian society.**® During this period land appears to 
have been sold for religious purposes only, though we cannot be certain 
of this. There is evidence (if the Arthashastra can be considered evidence) 
that in Mauryan times there were land transactions for other reasons.^* 
The descriptions of Gupta society provided by Chinese pilgrims in the fifth 
and seventh centuries a.d. indicate that the state did not keep registries 

«*** In the days of tribal organization, land was jointly held. By Gupta times the 
concept of private property was fully developed, l^nd in the new settlements spon- 
sored by the stale seems to have been frequOTtly assi^ed for the life of the tenant 
cultivator on the condition that he perform his economic duties. 

Administrative rights appear to have been first surrendered in grants made by 
a Satavahana ruler in the second century a.d. Vide Sharma [390], p. 297. 
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of households, which suggests, in turn, that the state was not directly in- 
volved in collecting taxes, but assigned this function to intermediaries. 
We have the statement of Fa-hsien that Gupta officials were granted land 
revenues.^® The power of the guilds had long been challenged by princes 
jealous of their wealth and influence, and though there had been revivals 
of these mercantile associations, in the Gupta period they remained sub- 
ordinate to the feudal barons, who controlled the village surplus and 
constituted the market for luxury goods. 

This was the economic setting of the second of the great Indian empires. 
Again it was Magadha that succeeded in realizing the ancient ideal of the 
chakravartin. The Guptas and their allies, the Vakatakas, ruled most of 
central and northern India in the fourth and fifth centuries a.d. The second 
Gupta ruler (though the fourth of his house mentioned m the inscriptions) , 
Samudra Gupta, who ruled for forty years in the fourth century, estab- 
lished a dominion that stretched from the Punjab to modern Assam in 
northeastern India and was centered in the old Mauryan capital. His son, 
Chandra Gupta II, who reigned until a.d. 415, extended Gupta sovereignty 
over almost all of northern India and the adjacent Deccan. It was he who 
consolidated the alliance with the powerful Vakatakas, who were para- 
mount in west central India. Fa-hsien records that the government of the 
Guptas interfered little in the affairs of the people, and then always with 
a gentleness he found impressive. The Chinese pilgrim was able to report 
that travelers could journey from one end of India to the other without 
fear of violence. (How different was his experience from that of his 
countryman several centuries later whose movements were always in 
jeopardy !) By this time Hinduism was entrenched as the dominant form 
of religious expression, and the subsidence of warfare enabled the country 
to profit from the enlightened heterodox ethical systems that infused 
Hindu religion. Poets and dramatists who flourished in these regimes 
portrayed the refinement and splendor of Indian courtly life. Samudra 
Gupta himself was an intellect and musician of the first order. Toward the 
end of the rule of Kumara Gupta I, son of Chandra Gupta IT, India was 
again beset by invaders who, like the Greeks and Central Asians, poured 
over the mountains of the northwest into the fertile plains. Now an Iranian 
people (Hunas) appeared to herald the collapse of Gupta power. 

Before we turn to the main features of Gupta polity, mention should 
be made of the sources of information available to us. In addition to fairly 
extensive numismatic evidence, we have the puranas, which tell us much 
about the history of the early Guptas. The Narada Dharmasastra (in 
many ways reminiscent of the Arthashastra of Kautalya) and the Brhaspati 
Dharmasastra may both date from the fourth century. A number of in- 
scriptions of the period are evidence that these codes (or smritis) greatly 
influenced the Gupta kings.^^ One of the most valuable of the sources 
available to us is the record left by the Chinese Buddhist pilgrim whose 
observations we have already nbted. He spent fifteen years in India during 
the reign of Chandra Gupta II (three of them in the capital at Pataliputra). 

ft J. F. Fleet’s monumental Corpus Inscriptionum Indicarum, III, 1888, is a cata- 
log of inscriptions of the imperial and later Gupta periods. 
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■ The Kamandaktya belongs to the fourth or fifth century a.d., and it is 
reasonable to ascribe it to the late fourth century when the empire of the 
Guptas had been consolidated. There is some speculation that the author 
may have been Sikhara, the minister of Chandra Gupta IT ; however, it is 
generally believed that its author was an academic theoretician removed 
from active participation in politics. In our brief examination of Gupta 
polity we shall depend in part on this treatise.^^ 

The Pancatantra, a book of fables belonging to the late fifth or early 
sixth century and intended for the instruction of statesmen, is also in the 
arihashastra tradition and quotes frequently from the treatise of Kaman- 
daka. The Ilarsacarita of Bana and the literature of India’s laureate poet, 
Kalidasa, belong to this era — the former (a biography of the emperor 
Ilarsha) to the seventh century, the twilight of the grand empire. Kalidasa 
has been located everywhere from the first century b.c. to the middle of 
the fifth century a.d. The problem of dating his works is complicated by 
the number of “Kalidasas’’ and “Vikramadityas” (with whom the poet 
was associated) that appear throughout historical references, but most 
historians now place tliis foremost of Sanskrit writers in the time of the 
Gupta monarchs Chandra Gupta IT and Kumara Gupta I (375-455). The 
political passages in his Raghnvamsam would suggest this brilliant period 
of Gupta power. 

Then there is the undistinguished Kanmudlmahotsava;^ five-act drama 
of unknown authorship, which illumines the opening years of the dynasty. 
The Dnneandraguptam, which exists only in fragments, and the Mndra- 
rCiksasa (both dramatic works) contribute to our picture of the Gupta 
court. The Mudrarakshasa is of particular interest in that ostensibly it 
refers to the establisliment of the Mauryan empire through the efforts of 
Chandragui)ta Maurya and Kautalya, and emphasizes the imi)ortance of 
diplomacy and expediency. Although the setting is Mauryan, the events 
probably mirror conditions contemporaneous with its author, Visakha- 
datta. The play is essentially a rationale of Kautalyan statecraft, which 
is put forth as a model for political negotiation. It illustrates the dictum 
that political ends justify the means of their accomplishment: Kautalyan 
opportunism definitely pays. (Portions of the play have been included in 
the Appendix.) Parallels in Mauryan and Gupta politics and the inspira- 
tion that Kautalya i)rovidcd the later dynasty have often been remarked 
upon. 

Evidence other than these literary sources must, however, be given 
more weight. The stone pillar of Samudra Gupta at Allahabad is the most 
important of the iiivscriptions that remain. It attests to the vastness of 
Gupta dominions. Even the king of Ceylon admitted the supremacy of the 
Gupta kings. The pillar, though it makes clear that primogeniture is the 
traditional basis of succession, indicates that the final decision lies with 
people and the ministers.^* Other inscriptions suggest that the eldest 
son was not always selected, ({ualification being a more important con- 

eo Tlie work is considered at greater length in Chapter 12 below. 

Chandra Gupta, his father’s choice, was passed over in favor of the eldest son, 

• Rama Gupta, who was later removed by Chandra Gupta. 
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sideration. Popular opinion and law appear to have been honored to a 
degree almost unparalleled in Indian history. Authority was (in theory 
at least) confined to a prescribed area. The office rather than the king 
himself was revered ; the Guptas appear not to have claimed supernatural 
authority. Again law and tradition, if the one could be separated from 
the other, were considered the supreme powers. The king could not modify 
or even interpret the law ; at best he could stress one aspect of the code 
rather than another through the methods he chose to execute the law. The 
Gupta inscriptions arc not edicts as were the notices of Ashoka. And 
though the inscriptions of Ashoka arc certainly not injunctions, they had 
more legal significance than those of the Guptas. 

Discipline of mind and body is stressed as strongly by Kamandaka as 
by Kautalya. Drink and sex could be enjoyed in moderation — but the 
other two corrupters, hunting and gambling, should be avoided altogether. 
Fa-hsicn implies that men may have been aided in living up to these stand- 
ards by the prohibition of both drink and the killing of animals. He saw no 
shops where meat*^ or intoxicating drink was sold. Dikshitar remarks 
that this must have deprived the government of the considerable income 
the earlier Maiiryas obtained from the tax on these commodities. As for 
the conduct of the king himself, we learn from Gupta sources that he must 
be impartial, not given to anger. He must be righteous in behavior, vigor- 
ous but controlled in his actions, cultivated in mind. His education should 
include practice in the use of weapons as well as the study of dandaniti and 
vartta (economics) and the Vedas. Because danger was always present, 
the king must take every precaution to safeguard his person. 

The king submitted his plans to a council (parishad, or mantri manda- 
lam), which deliberated the proposals put to it. Discussion must take place 
in strictest privacy. At the head of the council was the mantri mukhya, 
the first minister, who acted in the king’s behalf when the king was not 
present. The number of ministers was greater than that recommended by 
Kautalya, but probably did not exceed eight or nine. They were carefully 
selected ; character, wisdom, and dedication to the service of the state were 
the main criteria. But records indicate that at least in many instances, 
office was hereditary. And we* know that the ministers were almost in- 
variably brahmans. There is little reason to believe that the king dared 
act without consultation, or that he could controvert the decision of a 
cabinet constituting the best minds in his kingdom. He might ask for 
further debate, but he was expected to approve the opinion of the council 
without further question. The council, on the other hand, must anticipate 
all contingencies. The king emerges as an approving and administering 
agent. 

Moral guidance was provided by the purohita, who was charged with 
what a later age might call judicial review — interpreting the decisions of 
the parishad in the light of the sacred texts. Kamandaka also speaks of 
a war council, which possessed great power.“® The nature of the assembly 


^ Though there were butchers in the society depicted in the Mudrarakshasa. 



The Empires of Ancient India 185 

must remain for the present in relative darkness. The sabha was a repre- 
sentative organization intended to give some kind of political significance 
to the wishes of the people. It evidently played a role in approving the 
choice of a king. We are told that the sabha forced the nomination of Rama 
Gupta, but it was essentially a rubber stamp, initiating little or no policy. 

The central duty of the king is still to hold other men to the performance 
of their own prescribed duties. Protection receives the same emphasis in 
the Kamandakiya as it did in the Shantiparva and the Kautaliya, The rod 
of danda must be wielded in accord with the offense and without preju- 
dice.^* Protection involves more than the punishment of disorderly men. 
The king must preserve his people from disease, flood, fire, and economic 
privation. He is charged with installing and maintaining irrigation and 
with taking those measures necessary to protect the health and economic 
prosperity of his subjects. luicouraging commerce and agricultural im- 
provement and providing sanitation and medication are among his duties. 
The construction of shrines and temples came within this sphere of activity. 

To meet expenses — the costs of military campaigns, the salaries of 
government employees, the upkeep of the palace, gifts to deserving insti- 
tutions and individuals, and so forth — the Gupta kings depended primarily 
on the land tax, the customary sixth of the produce. The state had a 
monopoly on salt production, and first claim to other minerals. Fa-hsien 
refers specifically to the royal lands, and it is probable that these holdings 
were an important source of income througout the Gupta era, although 
the Mauryan designation for the demesnes (sita) had been abandoned. 
(Some 250 years later, another Chinese pilgrim, Hiuen Tsiang, listed four 
uses of income from crown lands ; expenses incurred by the affairs of state 
and sacrificial gifts, subsidies for the officers of government, honorariums 
for men of merit and distinction, and charity. ) The village rendered certain 
services and payments to the state directly, or to the army when it was 
nearby. Military conscription seems to have existed, although whether 
it extended beyond the kshatriya caste is a moot point.^^' Associations of 
artisans, merchants, and bankers were taxed. And in emergency situations 
the king resorted to inflating the currency. 

Final appeal in the execution of justice was to the king, but it is likely 
that he did little more than restate the position of the chief judge. It was 
the king's duty to appoint those who would administer the law. The law 
itself was a combination of sacred code, custom,^*^ and the opinion of the 
sages. The principle of equity supplemented ordinance and convention. 
And arbitration was allowed to determine certain cases involving no actual 
crime. Three great codifiers of the law lived during this time : Narada, 
Brihaspati, and Katyayana. Their task was to relate earlier smritis (es- 
pecially Manu) and arthashastra principles to the changing needs of the 
time. Distinction between civil and criminal law was more sharply drawn 

H Such characteristics of European feudalism as the granting of land in return 
for military service were not present in India — ^a reason for circumspection in de- 
scribing social developments in post-Mauryan India as “feudal.** 

kk Local deviation from general convention was respected. 
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than it had earlier been. Judges seeking appointment had to meet rigorots 
requirements, but once in judicial office they were relatively free of stale 
coercion. A scries of appellate courts further protected the citizen. Ac- 
cording to Narada, a case tried in the village assembly went to the city 
council, and one tried in the city court might be appealed to the king.^^ 
Gupta administration was decentralized and, as patrimonial bureauc- 
racy reached its logical conclusion in hereditary land grants, it reflected the 
quasi-feudal character of the economy. It comprised a network of self- 
governing tribes and tributary kingdoms, their chiefs often serving as 
representatives of the imperial power. The central authority was remark- 
ably tolerant of local variation and evidently extended patronage equitably 
to Hindus, Buddhists, and Jainas. The empire was essentially rural in 
character, and official policy generally encouraged village settlement. Dis- 
trict officers were usually appointed by the provincial governor. The 
emi)eror had de jure power to dismiss his officials, but there is little doubt 
that the tenure of these district officers rested in fact on their local strength. 
Such offices tended to become hereditary as did the ministries, and records 
attest to four or five generations’ having held a commission.^ The district 
officer consulted a council composed of prominent citizens (probably caste 
or guild leaders) before making important decisions. A Gupta inscription 
honoring the official who instigated the rebuilding of the Girnar dam in 
A.D. 455 provides a most attractive picture of one of these Gupta admin- 
istrators. 

lie caused distress to no man in the city, but he chastened the wicked. 
Even in this mean age he did not fail the trust of the people. He cher- 
ished the citizens as his own children and he put down crime. He 
delighted the inhabitants with gifts and honors and smiling conversa- 
tion, and he increased their love with informal visits and friendly 
receptions.-* 

The towns were governed by an official {pnrapala) who may have been 
aided by a council. But the fundamental unit of administration was the 
village, and the Guptas allowed the village executive bodies the usual 
autonomy. The village headman was known as grdmeyaka. He, too, had 
a council, with which he generally worked closely. The district and village 
councils exercised the bulk of governmental functions, protective and 
developmental.*"*” 

u Public servants were subject to a system of regulations that shares much with 
the civil service code of today. Included were a number of benefits such as vacations, 
pensions, sick leave, and incentive payments, which are described in terms often 
.strikingly modern. 

mm Ghoshal has criticized Majumdar’s suggestion that the Indian political system 
be viewed during the millennium that began with the rise of Magadha as a checking 
and balancing of the popular, bureaucratic, and royal power. Majumdar (Ancient 
India [Banaras, 1952]) argu^ that by the fourth century a.d. the popular element 
in this tripartite division of power had all but disappeared as a viable political factor 
— ^the result of renascent Brahmanism which supported the social hierarchy and the 
monarchy. Ghoshal observes (“The Genius of Ancient Indian Polity,” in [143]) that 
Gupta inscriptions point to the representation of various community interests on dis- 
trict governing boards, that a brahman-court coalition had existed before this time. 
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The later history of the Guptas is obscure, but historians are reason- 
ably certain that the empire maintained a unity despite barbarian incur- 
sions and feudalization from within until the time of Budha Gupta, whose 
reign ended in 495. Gupta power survived in northern Bengal through the 
first half of the sixth century. There are a number of later '‘Gupta” princes 
who may or may not have been connected with the great line of Chandra 
and Samudra Gupta. The early sixth century saw the Hunas clearly in 
ascendance, but by mid-century the Chillukyas in the Deccan and the 
Maukharis of the Ganges basin had become the dominant powers in India. 
When Graliavarman, king of the latter people, died in a.d. 606 without an 
heir, the nobles, it is said, offered the throne to Harsa (or Harshavardhana 
as he is sometimes called). The forty years of his reign were to revive 
the imperial glory of the Guptas and see ITarsha, suzerain of an empire 
increasingly feudal in structure, recognized as supreme in northern India. 

The reign of this king, wdio was reputed to be a vaishya, is relatively 
well documented. The court poet Bfma has left a narrative in the Ilarsa- 
carila (which tells of the indefatigable energy of the king and his devotion 
to duty and justice), and the account of the Chinese pilgrim Hiuen Tsiang 
has survived. Harsha, we arc told, was a great patron of learning, religion, 
and the arts. We have mentioned Iliuen Tsiang's description of how the 
king parceled out the revenue from royal lands with a portion for state- 
sponsored worship, another for gifts to the different and a third to 
reward ctdtural achievement. The beliefs of the royal family are an indica- 
tion of the religious eclecticism of the time. Prabludcara, father of ITarsha, 
was a sun-worshiper; Marsha’s brother was a devoted Buddhist of the 
Hinayfina mode ; Harsha is ineiitioned by Baiia as a Shaivite, but later 
(under the influence of his Chinese guest) became sympathetic to Maha- 
yana Buddhism."" 

ITarsha died leaving no heirs, and Indian political history sank once 
again into the chaos of warring dynasties. No one power was sufficiently 
strong to bring the princes of India under its control, nor were the princes 
to prove able to cooperate for their own defense against the rising Muslim 
menace. During the reign of Harsha, Kashmir was a major power in the 
north —its pre-eminence challenged only by Harsha’s own authority. §a- 
sfihka, fervent anti-Buddhist and murderer of Ilarsha’s older brother 
Rajyavardhaiia, ruled ancient Bengal and Assam and extended his au- 
thority as far west as Benares."® 

The topography of the Deccan early encouraged political fragmenta- 
tion. As Malialingam has remarked, 


and that there i.s a lack of any convincing evidence that the Guptas encouraged the 
interests of one group over those of another. The balanced constitution, if it ever 
existed, belonged to a much earlier period of history. 

Hiuen Tsiang undoubtedly exaggerates Harsha’s partiality for Buddhism. 
By this time Buddhism had lost its original purity ; it was being absorbed into Hindu- 
ism, and Harsha’s faith is probably best described as a mixture of the two faiths. 
yide Bagchi [12], pp. 405ff. 

00 Among the evils for which he is rememberc^ is the burning of the sacred bodhi 
tree at Bodh Gaya, the scene of the Buddha’s enlightenment. 
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The history of South India from the earliest times is largely the his- 
tory of small kingdoms and principalities. There was no lordly im- 
perialism or great empire with considerable concentration of power 
in the hands of one authority, except probably for short periods under 
distinguished rulers of some dynasty or other, as for instance under 
the imperial Colas or under some of the kings of Vijayanagar. In such 
periods, the acceptance of the overlordship of the suzerain authority 
was only personal. Further, the extension of the imperial control did 
not necessarily and always mean the complete removal of the older 
kingdoms and rulerships and the establishment of colonies or military 
governorships by the conqueror.^® 

It is sufficient for our purposes to note that southernmost Dravidian India 
was divided among the Pandyas, who governed the southern tip of the 
])eninsiila, the Cholas (Colas) on the southeastern, or Coromandel coast, 
and the Cheras (Ccras) on the southwestern, or Malabar coast. Although 
imperial consolidation was not the typical political experience of the south, 
these monarchies have been described as almost Byzantine in their splendor 
and elaborate court ceremonial during the post-Gupta period.®* 

This magnificent courtly life must have entailed a substantial revenue. 
The Tamil kingdom spent an enormous amount of its wealth on irrigation. 
We know also that the encouragement of culture and religion constituted 
an important it^m of expenditure. The sources of revenue were approxi- 
mately the same in the south as in northern India, the tax on the produce 
of the land being also a sixth of the yield.®’^ The theory of the tax as pay- 
ment for protection seems to have been as characteristic of the south as 
of the Aryan kingdoms.®* The king is warned in similar terms of the 
dangers of onerous taxation. The Cholas had a more centralized and 
exacting administration than the other kingdoms of the Tamil country. 
The land was carefully classified for tax purposes and the bureaucracy 
was distinguished by fine graidations of rank. It appears that the Cholas 
were the only Indian state to develop a regular navy and make it an 
effective instrument of military policy. 

In this historical account of the imperial systems of ancient India we 
have got considerably ahead of our analysis of the ideas that lie behind 
political organization and legal and social institutions, and the religious 
values that provided the foundation of authority. In the two chapters that 
follow we shall be dealing with the most important of the political texts 
that are known to us, the Arthashastra of Kautalya. Most scholars believe 
that the work belongs to the early Mauryan period or that it was based 
on the teaching of a sage or minister of that time. 



1 1 * KAUTALYA AND THE 

ARTHASHASTRA SCHOOL, I 


To him who shone like a thunderbolt and before the stroke of the 
thunderbolt of whose witchcraft the rich niountain-like Nandas fell 
down, root and branch ; who alone, with the power of diplomacy like 
Indra with his thunderbolt, bestowed the earth on Chandragupta, 
the moon among men; who churned the nectar of the science of 
polity from the ocean of political sciences — to him, the wise and 
Brahma-like Vishnugupta, we make salutation. 

— KAMANDAKA’s salutation to KAUTALYA' 


AN INTRODUCTION TO THE ARTHASHy\STRA 

In early India politics was considered one of the three or four major 
sciences. The school of Usaiias (Shukra) goes so far as to suggest that 
artha is the only true science and that hence it takes precedence over the 
sacred law." Most political thought of the time assumed'the existence of 
a monarchical form of government, and ])olitics was accordingly defined 
as the science of kingship. The arthashastra texts were intended as a 
political guide for the king and his ministers. Their scope is broad, em- 
bracing economic as well as political principles and including such subjects 
as public administration, foreign jxilicy, techniques of warfare, civil law, 
and social structure. Their emphasis is on the need for sanctions cai)able 
of preventing social disorder. Anarchy is considered the greatest catas- 
trophe that can befall mankind. 

Whereas the dharniashastras considered government and the political 
process with reference to the ideals expressed in the Vcdic canons, the 
largely secular analysis of arthashastra treats this subject more objectively. 
In the arthashastra literature the interests of the state, rather than the 
king’s personal fulfillment,'' are of foremost importance. Dharmashastra 
is of an essentially deductive nature; arthashastra, by contrast, introduces 
inductive reasoning and a greater realism. But the allegation that artha- 
shastra differs from dharmashastra in that it is not dependent on the Vedas 
for validation must be rejected. To be sure, the authors of the arthashastras 
enjoy a relative intellectual freedom, and their contribution lies in the 

^ “Literally, the word artha means ‘thing, object, substance,’ and comprises the 
whole range of the tangible objects that can be possessed, enjoyed, and lost, and which 
we require in daily life for the upkeep^ of a household, raising of a family, and dis- 
charge of religious duties, i.e., for the virtuous fulfillment of life’s obligations.” (Zim- 
mer [441], p. 3S.) The word is pronounced art-ha. 

^ The science of politics was, in the earlier stages of its history, known as raja- 
dharma. The term was, in time, replaced by dandaniti and arthashastra and, eventu- 
ally, by rajanitishastra, or simply nitishastra. Vide Jayaswal [199J, pp. 5f. 
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separation of political speculation from theology. But this need not and 
should not be taken to imply a reinidiatioii of orthodoxy. 

Very possibly the arthashastra school was a reaction to the asceticism 
and despair of heterodoxy, an attempt to return men's thoughts to prac- 
tical problems of social life. In the argument idealism tends to be subordi- 
nated to a philosophy of power politics and materialism. It has been sug- 
gested that the traditional belief that arthashastra is a science ancillary 
to the Atharvaveda is based on their similar view of the relation of means 
and ends ; both have a concern with ends that overshadows attention to 
the methods employed.^ Kautalya, for instance, in his reluctance to allow 
dharmashastra to modify the goal-orientation of the efficient political sys- 
tem, is led to extol positive law. His arguments must have appeared to 
justify a radical departure from tradition. 

Kautalya refers to at least four different doctrinal schools,® and the 
names he mentions of early writers in the field agree with those we find 
in the Mahabharata, although the two works differ in conceptual scheme. 
It is apparent that arthashastra, in a simpler form, had existed since the 
fifth or even sixth century b.c. But the oldest formal treatise on govern- 
ment that remains is the Kautaliya Arthashastra. The manuscript, gen- 
erally attributed to the minister of the first Mauryan emperor, Chandra- 
gupta, was discovered in the early years of this century at Trivandrum by 
R. Shama Sastri.^ A number of early sources attested to the existence of 
the treatise; Bana, the bard of Ilarsha's court, knew of a work on polity 
by Kautalya, and Dandin* mentions the author of the Arthashastra.^ Per- 
haps by their day the work had been lost. It remained hidden until our 
own time ; the effect of its discovery on Indian scholarship was little short 
of revolutionary. (Since the ruling groups had an interest in limiting the 

^’Manavah, Barhaspatyah, Ausanasah, Parasarah; he alludes to more than a 
dozen authors. B. C. Law, “A Short Account of the Wandering Teachers at the Time 
of the Buddha,” in the Journal aftd Proceedings of the Asiatic Society of Bengal, 
XIV, No. 7, 399ff., has listed the names of forty-one wandering scholars whom he 
considers to have provided the precedent for technical and systematic manuals such 
as the arthashastra and nitishastra literature. Brihaspati and Shukra were venerated 
as the founders of the science of arthashastra. Works of the former school have been 
published by F. W. Thomas {Drihdspatisutra), and a relatively late version of the 
Shukra teaching has been edited by G. Oppert (Shukranitisara). Vide Chapter 12 
below. 

<^Dandin parodies the arthashastra teaching. (The names Vishnugupta and 
Chanakya are generally understood to refer to Kautalya.) A king is warned against 
rascals who promise much but can deliver little : they will say that, of the four royal 
studies, “ ‘theology, agriculture, metaphysics, are big and slow to show results. Leave 
them alone. Just study political science. Now Professor Vishnugupta has made a 
little epitome of this for the king — ^twenty-four thousand lines of poetry. Learn it by 
heart, apply it in detail; and it does what it promises.’ ‘Good,’ says [the prince], and 
starts to study. He learns it (meanwhile growing old) and finds that book leading 
to other books. It can’t be truly understood until the whole wordy mass is mastered. 
Well, suppose he does master it, later or sooner. The first result is that he no longer 
trusts anyone, even son or wife. Even for his own belly he must have just so much 
porridge, made of just so many grains of rice. For the cooking of just so much 
porridge, he must be given just so liiuch firewood, correctly weighed and measured. 

“Having risen from table ... he must spend the first eighth of the day in listen- 
ing to a complete statement of receipts and disbursements. While he is listening, a 
double amount is stolen by the knavish bureaucrats who have the wit to multiply a 
thousandfold the forty tricks of peculation taught by Chanakya.” (The Ten Princes, 
transl. Arthur Ryder [Chicago, Phoenix paperback, 1960], pp. 202f.) 
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circulation and preventing the popularization of the arthashastra treatises, 
it is not surprising that few of these works have survived.) 

In the arthashastra manuscripts both the Kautilya and Kautalya spell- 
ings appear, and the latter occurs in inscriptions of the tenth and thirteenth 
centuries. “Kautalya,’’ it has been widely argued, is the correct Sanskrit 
spelling of the name of its author. The Kautalyalogist Ganapali Sastri 
maintains that his manuscripts support this form. Those partial to the 
Kautilya spelling include among their arguments the hypotliesis that the 
name derives from kutila (“crooked”) and that Kautalya is an attempt 
to cover up that fact. But, inasmuch as this “crookedness” was employed 
against the infamous Nandas, the author might actually have delighted 
in the name. And in the Mahabharata Bhishma says to Yudhishthira that 
“both kinds of wisdom, the straight and the crooked, should be available 
to the king,” and proceeds to elaborate the subtle “morality” (ihe “dharma 
of distress”) occasioned by times of emergency.® This is simply the doc- 
trine of raison d'etat, the power philosophy. The word may not have had 
the pejorative sense it has today — ^although the epic in another place states 
that the man who strikes below the navel is “crooked and unAryan.”® 
At any rate, the comparative edition of the Patau folios based on the palm- 
leaf fragments of the Arthashastra (dated on paleographic grounds c. the 
eleventh century a.d.), when published, will use Kautalya as the pre- 
ferred spelling. 

References in the Kamandakiya Nitisara, the Dasakmndracarita, and 
the Pahehatantra to “Vishnugupta” and “Chanakya” indicate that Kau- 
talya had other aliases. The personal name of the author was most likely 
Vishnugupta, Chanakya the patronymic, and Kautalya (or Kautilya) the 
name by which he was generally known. 1-cgend not only connects Kau- 
talya with Chandragupta as the latter’s chief minister, but associates the 
two as early as ChandragujHa’s meeting with Alexander during one of the 
Punjab camj)aigns. The brahnianic sources for this j^eriod, the puranas, 
credit Kautalya rather than his king with the overthrow of Nanda rule.^ 
The MtidrCiraksasa, a drama of considerably later date, provides us with 
a similar picture of Kautalya as king-maker, liut there is no mention of 
the Mauryan minister’s having written a political treatise. It is of course 
possible tliat Kautalya compiled no more than a set of political aphorisms 
— ^and that he quoted these along with the maxims of other arthashastra 
writers, or that they formed the basis for an elaboration by a later scholar 
or statesman. Perhaps it is safest to say that the Arthashastra we possess 
includes additions and revisions by several later writers. “Vishnugupta” 
could be a redactor of a period as late as the fourth century a.d. rather 
than the minister of Chandragupta. 

The social setting of the political commentary of the Arthashastra 
seems to antedate that of the early smritis. References to religion indicate 
the relatively recent appearance of Buddhism and Jainism,® and the per- 
sistence of Vedic ceremony. Lists of parallels in the accounts of Megas- 

^’Kosambi [221] argues that the language of the glossators shows them to be 
Buddhists and Jainas and that they would have had no reason to adopt a forgery of 
the third or fourth century a.d. as genuine. 
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thenes, the Greek ambassador to Chaiidragupta s court, and the Artha- 
shastra have been made.® Similar descriptions of tax collection and high- 
ways, the palace, the bureaucracy and its functions, manufactures, the 
army, and precautions to be taken by the king for his safety suggest not 
only that the Mauryan king and the author of the Arthashastra were con- 
temporaries, but that Kautalya is recommending much that he has already 
witnessed. 

But these parallels are far from conclusive : indeed the later Manu- 
smriti is closer to Megasthenes than the Kautaliya is. The Greek observer 
mentions a navy and regulations for dealing with foreigners — references 
one would expect to find in the Arthashastra. Megasthenes also suggests 
a less developed revenue system and a simpler commercial life than we 
find in the Indian work. But Megasthenes’ dependability has been ques- 
tioned ; he is known to have had a vivid imagination and to have recorded 
much that he could not possibly have seen for himself. Further, he may 
not have understood the language of the Mauryan court very well. 

Philological comparisons with Panini, the great grammarian who is 
said to have lived c. 350 b.c., have supported an qarly date for the Artha- 
shastra. Vincent Smith, Jacobi, F. W. Thomas, Jayaswal, N. N. Law, 
J. F. Fleet, and Shama Sastri subscribe to the Mauryan date. But con- 
troversy over the date and authenticity of the Arthashastra is still active. 
Those who denj^ the association of its author with Chaiidragupta point 
out its reference to a small kingdom. Others argue that although the work 
does seem to reflect the needs of a small polity, the theory was meant to 
apply to monarchies of all sizes. Kautalya’s treatment of the administra- 
tion of justice points to a sizable empire rather than to a state of limited 
proportions, and on one occasion he refers to the dominion that stretches 
from the Himalayas to the ocean." 

Those who ascribe a later jdate to the Arthashastra claim that the work 
may have been inspired by the teachings of the Mauryan minister, but 
that this does not necessarily mean that it dates from the late fourth 
century b.c. Their case is built on considerations of meter and language, 
the absence of reference to Chandragupta and to the royal title employed 
by the Mauryans, the silence of later works (puranas, Patanjali) regard- 
ing Kautalya’s Arthashastra, and particularly Megasthenes’ failure to 
mention Kautalya in his description of the Mauryan court. There is a 
reference in the treatise to China, although there is no evidence of contact 
between India and that country before the Han period, and in style and 
authorities cited the Arthashastra may be compared with the later work 
on erotics, the KamasuiraJ Jolly and Wintemitz, who place the Kautaliya 
in the third century a.d., argue that the author was a theoretician and not 
a statesman. There is, in fact, little indication in the work that its creator 
led an active political life. 

We know that the Kautaliya cannot have been more recent than the 
third century a.d., since authors of that period refer to it with admiration. 

/ On the other hand, there are those who stress stylistic similarities with the 
Brahmanas and the Upanishads. 
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And in no very convincing argument does it antedate 350 b.c. P. V. Kane’s 
summary statement can be tnken as representative of the most reliable 
scholarship on the subject. He writes that the work “has certainly an 
ancient atmosphere about it, . . . all that has so far been gathered from it 
agrees with the traditional date of 300 b.c. and no cogent arguments have 
been yet brought forward that would compel us to assign it a date later 
than the above by six centuries.”^® 

Jacobi, in contradicting Hillebrandt’s argument that the Arthashastra 
is the work of a school rarher than a single author, cites the abundant 
criticism in the treatise of earlier works as evidence of a potent individu- 
ality. Kautalya attends to matters of practical administration, matters 
that would not generally absorb the deliberations of a school of political 
thought. The style of the Arthashastra is frequently similar to that of the 
bhashyas, which, in contrast to that of the sutras, is a style that suggests 
individual authorship. Jacobi claims that if the passages in the work 
which attest to the authorship of one man are removed, the metrical con- 
clusions will be lost. And it was not unusual for writers to refer to them- 
selves in the third person, as Kautalya does. 

Certain of tlie ])rovisions of the Kautaliya that are in agreement with 
the later law books are probably modifications made by commentators 
on the Arthashastra, but because the work undoubtedly refers to the 
Mauryan jjeriod —although the date of composition may be centuries after 
Cliandragupta — we can accept it as throwing light on the politics of the 
time and on the great preceptor. Possibly the Arthashastra was written 
as a guide for the king of a modest realm who wished to become a great 
ruler. The Mauryas ])rovided an example, and we may assume that 
whoever composed the text on statecraft had an extensive knowledge of 
Mauryan administrative and diplomatic procedures. 

Kautalya is not seriously concerned with broad political speculation 
on the origin and nature of the state, and his originality is not to be found 
in the abstract theoretical realm. Tt is diflicnlt to separate the myths he uses 
to justify techniques of government and methods of aggrandizement from 
the legitimate theoretical foundations. Radhakumud Mookerji suggests 
that in form the ArihashosStra lies midway between the practical regula- 
tions of the Code of Hammurabi and the systematic theory of state and 
constitution in the political writings of Plato and Aristotle, combining 
the principles of government with a realistic consideration of the details 
of policy implementation and regulation. The treatise is, as its author 
explains, a compendium and summary of earlier arthashastra writings. 
Kautalya’s main task was sifting and organizing this material, and re- 
solving the ambiguities that characterized its disorderly state. 

The fifteen books of the Arthashastra deal with the discipline of the 
prince, qualifications of the ministers, and duties of the king (Book 1) ; 
departments of government and general administration (2) ; civil law (3) ; 
criminal law (4) ; removal of dangers to the state, replenishment of the 
treasury (5) ; elements of kingship and policy (6 and 7) ; threats to the 
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welfare of the state (8) ; military campaigns (9 and 10) ; corporations 
(11) ; theory of conquest (12 and 13) ; devices, magical and other, for 
advancing the interests of the state (14); general scheme of the study 
(IS). Or, to classify further, Books 1, 6, and 8 relate to the theory of 
kingship ; Books 2-5 to administration and law ; and the remainder (7, 
9-14) to war and diplomacy. A considerable portion of the Arthashastra 
is thus devoted to techniques for achieving universal sovereignty, a major 
theme of Hindu theory. Kautalya has seen to it that in the process no 
aspect of life should go unregulated. 

Of the threefold ends of earthly life — dharma, artha, and kama (virtue, 
wealth, and enjoyment) — Kautalya assigns first importance to wealth and, 
anticipating the most outspoken of Western materialistic pronouncements, 
proclaims that the condition of righteousness is wealth.’^ In his hands 
the concept dandaniti is broadened to reflect this materialism. Artha- 
shastra becomes “the art of Government with a view to public acquisi- 
tion. But although there is this emphasis on the material bases of 
the state, Kautalya, unlike many of his predecessors, defends the other 
branches of knowledge as useful in establishing security, the class basis 
of society, and discipline of mind. There is, in Indian philosophy, a 
hedonistic current that ridicules religion and ethics, but Kautalya is always 
aware of the instrumental value of religious rites and ethical norms in 
preserving the sQcial structure. 

The Vedas and later texts not properly part of the Vedas are con- 
sidered sacred knowledge and hence sources of dharma.^ In the same 
spirit, custom and tradition are accepted as bases of law. But Kautalya 
gives the king the final word in determining what shall have the sanction 
of law in governing social relations. Even custom is subject to the king’s 
interpretation. Dharma, in this radical conception of law, is brought more 
directly within the province of the monarch. Yet statute law must be com- 
patible with the Vedas and tile social order defined therein. The king’s 
discretion is limited by Kautalya’s warning of the dangers involved in any 
radical departure from custom. In claiming the highest authority for the 
royal edict, Kautalya shares the company of only one or two writers on 
law and polity. This elevation of the king’s role as lawmaker is not in the 
mainstream of Hindu politics.* Kautalya’s theory of law may have been 

0 Kautalya goes so far as to include historical and administrative texts and even 
arthashastra literature in the category of “Vedas.” 

* There is the possibility that the bureaucratic structure elaborated by Kautalya 
and the importance he attaches to the royal edict may reflect the influence of Hellen- 
istic governmental practice. The regard for positive law and for the purposes of the 
state as ends in themselves also suggests a comparison with the legalist (or realist) 
school of Chinese political thought which dominated the Ch’in state in the third cen- 
tury B.C., although it is extremely doubtful that the great brahman writer can have 
known anything of this philosophy. The Book of Lord Shang, supposedly the work 
of Wei Yang (died c. 338 b.c.), is in some ways a Chinese equivalent of the Artha- 
shastra, although the latter does not have the same totalitarian implications, nor is it 
in substance a critique of the old order. The legalists, who took their inspiration from 
the Book of Lord Shang, set out to destroy hereditary class privilege and the feudal 
structure of China, and to challenge the traditional Confucian ideals and anything 
that was thought to detract from the strength of the state. In the place of the former 
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influenced by Buddhist jurists who attacked the concej^t of sacred law, 
and by the fact that Mauryan kings exercised the legislative function/ 
Rdjasdsana, the king’s law, was held to be sovereign in any dispute. But 
although the philosophy of expedience dominates the Kautaliya, an occa- 
sional passage suggests an acceptance of higher law and a Brahmanical 
outlook. 

In the initial book of the treatise Kautalya comments on the impor- 
tance of each man’s performing the duties of the station into which he 
was born.^*’ He supports tlie social order associated with the brahmans 
and justified by the variiashrama theory as long as brahman religious 
practice and ideology do not get in the way of the interests of the state. 
Although Kautalya does not include the l)rahman purohita among the 
essential officers of the state, he nevertheless continues to award pref- 
erential treatment to the brahmans.’ Kautalya championed the brah- 
manic social structure because he saw it as the best means of providing a 
balanced artha-dharma. It ])ermitted a segment of the population to attain 
the spiritual life and provided for the more limited spiritual needs of the 
remainder of the population engaged in material production. Kautalya 
reminds us of Greek political thinkers in his conception of the polity as 
the framework within which the individual finds fulfillment and social 
institutions have their justification. 

Tn the saptahga theory, an attempt to analyze and explain the political 
regime that replaced the tribal polity, Kautalya outlined the seven con- 
stituent elements of the sovereign state.’"’ But it will l)e noted that the 
saptanga concei)tion of the state is not actually an organic theory. The 
com])onents are graded, and it is argued only that damage to one of the 
seven components of sovereignty might adversely affect the others. A true 
organic theory must await the later Gu])la and post-Gupta age when in- 
ternal dissension and external threat become a constant and serious menace 
to order. In Mann and in a late didactic portion of the Sliantipan^a the 
term ahga is employed, and more is made of the analogy of the elements 
to the limbs of the body.^” 

"Hiese comiDonents of sovereignty and the general tenets of government 
and colonization presuppose the ability to keep the population from re- 
turning to older tribal loyalties. Kautalya’s fear of insurrection and of 
attempts to re-establish the tribal associations led him to emphasize the 
integrative as well as the goal-attainment function of the specifically po- 
litical agencies and to promote caste organization as an alternative to older 
patterns of coordination. At the same time he predicted that asceticism,^ 
in transforming the people into a contemplative society, w^oiild undermine 

values and institutions, these theori.sts and politicians advocated a rigid code of laws, 
a harsh discipline oriented toward service to the state, a Hobbesian psychology and 
naturalistic ethic, and a political policy based on expedience. Fidr Dirk Boddc, 
China*s First Unifier (Leiden, 1938) ; Moore [278 1, chap. 2. 

< As the iK)licy pronouncements of Ashoka’s edicts indicate. 

i The reference is evidently to Buddhism. He does, however, recognize that the 
adherents of heterodox faiths constitute a force to be reckoned with, and he places 
the “heretics” fairly high on the list of those whose affairs the king must be careful 
to attend to. (Arthashastra, I, 19, p. 41.) 
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the necessary material foundations of community life. His main criticism 
of such forms of religious expression is that they are not economically 
productive. Thinking in terms of the state and its ends, he values asceti- 
cism primarily for its usefulness in espionage and intelligence activities ; 
he recommends, for example, that spies be disguised as monks. Before a 
man could embrace the ascetic life he must have provided for those de- 
pendent on him. Kautalya is concerned that religion not be allowed to 
exert too great a strain on society. Dharma, he insisted, must be realized 
through artha. 

Buddhism had questioned the relevance of action to man’s salvation — 
action, the very essence of the class to which the Buddha himself belonged. 
And Buddhism warned against the seductions of material things. Al- 
though in the early sixth century b.c. the philosopher Carvaka had elabo- 
rated a materialist doctrine that rejected everything that could not be 
known through sense experience, and repudiated asceticism, ritual, mystic 
knowledge, and all conceptions of the supernatural, and although the school 
of arthashastra study was established by this time and capitalist enter- 
prise had taken root, action in the “economic” sense of construction and 
acquisition had not yet developed as an ideal for the higlier orders of 
Indian society. The traditional brahman roles were actually closer to 
instrumental activity than were those of the kshatriya class. The ritual 
had a utilitarian function, but the conditions and rules under which the 
ritual was performed had a symbolic rather than an intrinsic relation- 
ship to the sacred.'^ Ritual represents a need to take action — in this in- 
stance by the manipulation of symbols. “Thus ritual is the expression in 
action, as distinct from thought, of men’s active attitudes toward the non- 
empirical aspects of reality.”’" Tl tends also to reconstruct life and the 
universe in mechanical and even materialistic terms.*^ 

The kshatriya had traditionally found confirmation of himself in action 
per se, the direct relationship with other men, which found its fullest ex- 
pression in warfare and governing. It was in the actual battle, rather than 
in the victory, that the warrior fulfilled his duty. This varna ideal may be 
contrasted with the function of the shudra, animal laborans, who existed 
to satisfy the basic biological Tequirements of the community and was 
expected to resign himself to the dnidgcry of producing that which is 
immediately consumed. And it differs also from that of the vaishya, who 
might be described as homo faher, the craftsman who creates the durable 

*What Comford says about the relationship of Olympianism and philosophy 
may have some relevance for the parallel development in India and may help explain 
why brahman ritualism, based as it was on the manipulation of the Vedic pantheon, 
could actually be a necessary step in the development of arthashastra ideology. ^ “The 
type of philosophy to which an Ol^pian theology will give rise will be dominated 
by the conception of spatial externality, as Moira had dominated the Gods ; and it will 
tend towards discontinuity and discreteness. Originating in an essentially polytheistic 
scheme, it will be pluralistic. It will also move steadily towards materialism, because, 
having no hold upon the notion of life as an inward and spontaneous principle, it will 
reduce life to mechanical motion, communicated by external shock from one body to 
another. It will level down the organic to the inorganic, and pulverise God and the 
Soul into material atoms.’* ([72], p. 123.) 
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artifact — that which gives permanence to the world and makes it human.* 
In seeking an explanation for the materialism and realism of the artha- 
shastra school and for the Kautaliya in particular, one is teni])ted to find 
in the dharma of the vaishya class the model for economic action, which 
when extended to include the activities of building, maintaining, and aug- 
menting the state, transformed kshatriya action, pure action, into ma- 
terial gain.*" 

We have noted in earlier chapters that the challenge of the heterodox 
systems to Brahmanism, the erosion of older communal ties, and the need 
to control tribes and other groups incorporated into the Mauryan imperial 
state encouraged experimentation with new forms of social integration. 
For Kautalya the problem is not action so much as organization, the 
preservation of a consistent pattern of human relationships and the crea- 
tion of new sources of power. Although Brahmanism could offer no design 
for the necessary structure of authority, it did suggest the principle of 
authority based on function. At the same time the state envisaged by 
Kautalya required the expansion of the area of the political to include 
many oflices which had historically been performed by the brahmans but 
which could no longer be left to religion — particularly in a time of re- 
ligious debate. The administration of justice, economic regulation, and 
the maintenance of internal order were to be incorporated into the political 
sphere — which in earlier times had been more or less confined to offensive 
and defensive warfare and patronage of the sacrifice. The demands of 
order and effective integration forced the area of state activity far beyond 
the classical confines of k.sliatriya dharma. 

It is possible tliat the Arthashastra was intended for a prince not him- 
self a kshatriya, and that this may have influenced Kautalya’s conception 
of the nature and scope of royal power. Or the brahman author of the 
treatise may have been moved by the interests of his own class to extend 
tlie direct political influence of the priests. But although he mentions that 
ministers should be born of high family (which may mean simply that 
they should be of Aryan birth), he does not insist, as the Manusmriti 
does, that offices be restricted to members of the priestly class. Kautalya 
advises qualifying examinations supplemented by tests of character to 
ascertain loyalty, courage, and integrity.” The emphasis of the work is 
on the requirements of the state and public welfare, rather than the main- 
tenance of positions of privilege. Kautalya was concerned with the de- 
velopment of an independent bureaucracy capable of providing the ad- 
ministrative structure for a stable empire spanning the length and breadth 
of the land. Such an organization was among the major accomplishments 
of ancient China, but, with several notable exceptions, Indian political 
history was to be marked with less success. 

Bureaucratization invariably modifies the traditional social structure. 

* I have here borrowed the distinctions employed by Hannah Arendt [8] in her 
study of the various modes of activity and their relation to political life. 

This problem was discussed in Chapter 9 above. 

* There is no discussion of the tcclmiques for recruiting lower officials. 
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We know that caste privilege, especially in the area of legal rights, existed 
in the empire of the Maiiryas, but it is also apparent that a number of the 
grosser inequities had been reduced. The brahman no longer escaped 
with reproof or a token punishment for his crime. He continued to be 
favored in many regards, but was dealt with more severely in his trans- 
gressions. It is not known whether Megasthenes’ division of the “philoso- 
phers” into Brachmanes and Sarmanes represents a distinction that the 
Indians themselves made, though Pick thinks it very likely that the ortho- 
dox brahmans were differentiated from those negligent in discipline and 
more secular in their way of life.^" The tendency to relate punishment to 
the act rather than to the status of the offender indicates a departure from 
ascription. The law was often stern, and yet we are impressed with the 
greater justice of its administration. Kautalya recommends punishments 
significantly less harsh than those elaborated in the later sniriti literature. 
On occasion he seems to speak out against cruel and inhuman punitive 
measures. 

The author of the Arlhashastra emerges as something of a champion 
of the shudras, espousing their rights as freeborn citizens, and going so far 
as to suggest that the sons of slaves should enjoy the status of Aryans. 

‘ Kautalya, like the compilers of several of the law codices, sanctions mixed 
marriages in maii}^ cases. Generally, however, the tradition of the Vedas 
is accepted in tlAl Arthashastra, and the king is charged with the preser- 
vation of custom and religion.-** This deference to the Vedic canon is 
inspired at least partly by Kautalya's .sensitivity to the power of super- 
stition and religion over the minds of men. It is difficult to assess the 
sincerity of his belief in incantation, spells, and magic. Often superstition 
and magic are enlisted in the service of the state and perform a frankly 
political function. The state is not beyond exploiting the natural gullibility 
of the people. The need to fake miracles suggests the importance Kautalya 
attached to retaining the charismatic element of authority. 

There is an oblique reference in the Arthashastra to the state of nature, 
but no actual theory of the origin of government is developed.^^ The 
passage is obviously official proi)aganda intended for use in justifying 
public policy and taxation, as well as in ensuring the loyalty of the masses 
and silencing "treacherous opponents of sovereignty.” The monarchical 
state, which is the basis of Kautalya’s political speculation, originates in 
the unwillingness of men to tolerate the evils of anarchy. The difference 
between the agreement with Prithu’*® and the compact Kautalya describes 
is sometimes compared to the difference between a social contract and a 
governmental contract that deals with definite arrangements between the 
king and his subjects. The contractual theory put forth in the Artha- 
shastra is not meant to suggest limits to the royal authority. Kautalya 
rationalizes the king’s authority in terms of service in return for grain and 
merchandise, but this contract is visited with spiritual sanctions and the 
office of the king is compared with the functions of the gods. It is likely 
that Kautalya looked on the state as an inevitable (and, in this sense, 
natural) device for ensuring the divinely ordained social order. 



199 


Kautalya and the Arthashastra School, I 

The theory of the state in the Arthashastra is actually little more than 
an analysis of the elements essential to the efTicicnt operation of the po- 
litical organization. Sovereignty is made to depend on seven properties. 
This is the saptanga theory, to which we have referred. At the head of 
Kautalya’s list is the svamt, or master, a term used instead of raja (ruler) 
to designate the head of the state, perhaps in order to allow the theory to 
apply to republics as well as to the monarchical state. It is evident that 
Kautalya considers the svami, the sovereign power, the most important of 
the seven components. Despite the significance he attaches to the role 
of the sovereign, Kautalya contrasts his position with representatives of 
other schools of arthashastra, each of whom championed a different aspect 
of the saptanga, in that he would give priority to whichever factor the 
times should dictate as being of most consequence. Kautalya is a prag- 
matist in his political approach. But he does commit himself to ranking 
the factors, for although there is no general agreement among arthashastra 
theorists as to the relative disadvantage result ing from the injury or de- 
struction of the various elements in the sevenfold theory, Kautalya con- 
siders harm to king, official, and populace," in this order, as the most 
serious misfortunes. Kautalya is no determinist in the .sense of seeing 
social destiny as the toy of the gods. Because he believed in the ability of 
man to learn from his experience and to exercise his rational faculties, he 
devoted his treatise to the king as the architect of his time — not as the 
instrument of fortune. 

The second element in the construct is the amatya, or administrative 
class ; following Ghoshal/-® we shall distinguish the administrative officials 
from the advisers or chief ministers (mantrins), whom Kautalya limits 
to three or four in number. It is probable that originally the amatya was 
the clan;3man of the king. By Mauryaii times these nobles had become his 
officers, the foundation of the bureaucracy. These two crucial constituents, 
the ruler and the official class, are followed by the rural and fortified (or 
urban) areas, the revenue (or treasury), the standing army, and the 
permanent ally of the state.-*'* Dharma is not included among the com- 
ponents of commonwealth. This list appears in the later trc.itises of 
Kamandaka and “Shukra,” and in the Maniismriti. The theory, in which 
diplomacy is made an integral part of politics, is intended to show the 
necessary conditions for the effective functioning of the state. The king 
occupies a dominant and, in fact, sovereign position. Indeed, “state” and 
“king” are often used interchangeably. Kautalya’s definition of sov- 
ereignty remains vague. 

A primary source of the king’s power is the devotion and allegiance 
of his people. The king is therefore advised to see no interest other than 
the interest of his subjects and to guard against their dissatisfaction. “In 
the happiness of his subjects lies his happiness ; in their welfare his wel- 
fare.”^^ The basis of i)rosperity is the good will of the people. Kautalya 
does not speak of the rights of the people against the king, but he does 
regard the king as the servant of the people. There is no defense of arbi- 

® The people are not properly an element in the theory. 
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trariness, but Kautalya stops short of securing the rights of the citizen 
against the authority of the government, and, as in the theoretical out- 
growths of Rousseau’s ideas, the interest of the people must ultimately be 
identical with those of the state. Opposition to the king is seditious. The 
relation of king and subject is paternalistic. The state is obligated to pro- 
tect the subject from transgressions on his rights by others.^® And not 
only life and property, but reputation as well, are safeguarded. The con- 
cealment of a daughter’s premarital experience would cost the father a 
heavy fitie. And woe to the bridegroom who did not advertise his defects 
(presumably physical).-® 


POLITICS AND ETHICS 

The reader often comes away from the Arthashastra with the im- 
pression that the work exhibits a complete indifference to ethical consid- 
erations. But, as we have seen, side by side with ethical ideal and injunc- 
tion there exists in ancient Indian theory a willingness to allow ends to 
sanction the methods employed in reaching those ends. Such political 
expedience is found in the earliest arthashastra schools cited by Kautalya. 
We might expect that when, as in the arthashastra school, the principle 
pervading political analysis and giving unity to the structure of the argu- 
ment is altered, .statements once accepted as merely descriptive of certain 
situations will take on new implications — as the doctrine of the survival 
of the fittest comes to justify expediency when the goal of political activity 
shifts to its own preservation and aggrandizement. When the state’s mili- 
tary position was precarious, or when its security was at stake, any means 
of striking at the enemy was warranted. At such times the chivalric code 
was a luxury the state could ill afford. Nor is this policy of expedience 
and reason of state (kutayuddha) limited to the specifically arthashastra 
teaching. The counsel of Bliaradvaja in the Mahabharata^^ anticipates 
the dicta that later came to be known as Machiavellism. In (admittedly 
extreme) statements, it is argued that nothing should be allowed to frus- 
trate the purposes of the king, and selfish ambition need be the only aim 
of policy.** Public interest has little place in this unblushing opportunism ; 
the king need recognize no moral obligation — might and cunning are 
beyond such standards. “Right . . . leans on might as the creeper on the 
tree. Right is in the hands of the strong; nothing is impossible to the 
strong. Everything is pure that comes from the strong.’*®^ 

The advice of the brahman minister Kanika is similar.®® The warrior 
is told to be remorseless with his enemies, to speak softly but firmly, to 
be ever prepared and always alert, to trust no one, to employ all techniques 
that might further his purposes, to excite the fear of the timid, and to be 
guarded in his movements. The images of political life that appear from 
time to time in the Mahabharata, and especially in the Shantiparva, are 
of battlefield and jungle (matsyanyaya). “Without piercing the vitals of 

P And such works as the Manusmriti and the Shantiparva hold that wars of ag- 
gression, if certain basic humanitarian rules arc observed, are no less justifiable than 
wars to defend the kingdom. 
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others, without achieving the most difficult feats, and without slaying crea- 
tures like a hsherman \ slaying fish] , no person can obtain great prosperity. 
Without slaughter no man has been able to achieve fame or subjects in 
this world. Indra, himself, by the slaughter of Vritra, became the great 
Indra. . . . Animals live upon animals, the stronger upon the weaker. 

. . . This has been ordained by the gods.”®** And again: “A king desirous 
of prosperity should not scruple to slay son or brother or father or friend, 
if any of these seek to thwart his objects.*'®* Here is something of the 
old amorality of the heroic age. In the early Dharmasutras as well, political 
theory does not rely entirely on the scriptures for its authority. And, as 
several Indian scholars have pointed out, even in major religious works 
we find the search for a rational basis of politics, for a separate scietice of 
government. In Buddhist commentary, however, politics is returned to 
its subordinate position.® 

There can never be a thoroughgoing divorce of politics and ethics for 
Kautalya ; he never denies that the ultimate purpose of the slate is a moral 
purpose, the maintenance of dharma. This is not to say that the state has 
no justification of its own ; and when morality does find a place in Kautal- 
yari politics, expedience continties to be served. When Kautalya remarks 
that might and self-aggrandizement are more important than religion and ^ 
morality, he means tliat moral principles must be subordinated to the in- 
terests of the state inasmuch as the moral order depends upon the con- 
tinued existence of the state. Kautalya is not above employing moral 
concepts either as a guise or because of their efficiency in securing appro- 
priate conduct. Religion must, from the point of view of society, be judged 
in terms of its capacity to produce order. But had this not always been 
implicit in the relationship of Brahma and Kshatra authorities? Tradi- 
tionally It was the religious proficiency of the purohita that determined 
the success of the king. Now, of course, the point had been reached where 
the brahmans must look to the state for the security of their interests. 

For the most part, unscrupulous tactics are recommended only against 
those who would stibvert and destroy the order on which society rested.®® 
Even in war, moral considerations may decide the outcome. In the Artha- 
shastra war is no longer the sport of the kshatriya and legitimate in its 
own right. It has become an instrument of policy to be employed when 
all else has failed. Kautalya distinctly prefers means short of open con- 
flict, but he is more concerned with the cost and the possibilities of defeat 
than with the moral and ethical aspects of the problem. 

We have earlier remarked on the fact that dharma embraces both a 

« The earlier discussion of the Bhagavad Gita pointed up the relativism in Indian 
thought, a relativism which is dictated by more than caste considerations and which 
extends to codes of conduct. This element, when it enters the realm of political 
philosophy, has proved more shocking to students than it has when it figures in re- 
ligion and is characterized as “tolerance.” The career of Lord Krishna, as it unfolds 
in the Mahabharata, exhibits what by other standards might be seen as the most 
flagrant abuses. (It is interesting that two of the major roles he assumes, those of 
lover and warrior, are areas of activity where we might ironically admit that “all is 
fair.”) There is no shortage of evidence that for all the syncretism and devaluation 
of the world in Indian belief, the social divisions it sustained (directly or indirectly) 
imp^ed the development of a universal ethic. 
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natural and a moral order/ This fusion might in itself have encouraged 
a naturalistic ethic. We must remember that the concept of swadharma 
links moral good with the fulfillment of caste function. The obligations 
of the king’s personal dharma may necessitate certain acts which, of them- 
selves, are not easily justified. Max Weber^® remarks : 

The problem of a “political ethic” has never preoccupied Indian 
theory and in the absence of ethical universalism and natural right, it 
could hardly be otherwise. The dharma of the prince was to conduct 
war for the sake of pure power per se. , . . All political theory . . . 
went far beyond what was familiar and average practice for the 
signor es of the early Italian Renaissance in these respects and was 
completely devoid of all “ideology” in our sense of the word.® 

Danda itself provides at least a partial explanation for the Kautalyan doc- 
trine of expediency. The principle represents a bridge between morality 
and raison d*ctat. Danda was nemesis for the king who misused its power 
as well as for subjects who offended against the moral order. “For punish- 
ment (danda), when awarded with due consideration, makes the people 
devoted to righleousness and to works productive of wealth and enjoy- 
^ ment ; while punishment, when ill-aw’ardcd under the influence of greed 
and anger or owing to ignorance, excites fury even among hermits and 
ascetics dwelling in forests, not to speak of householders.”®^ But this 
quality of the royal power was easily eclipsed by the tremendous authority 
the coercive function assumed as guarantor of the dharmic .system. The 
Arthashastra provides ample evidence that Kautalya under.stood the true 
significance of the two-edged sword of danda. 

The fact remains, and it cannot be brushed aside, that in the first book 
of the Arthashastra Kautalya remarks that “the .sole aim of all the sciences 
is nothing but restraint of the organs of sense. Whosoever is of perverted 
disposition and ungoverned senses will soon perish, though possessed of 
the whole earth bounded by the four quarters.”®® The sentiment appears 
almost Buddhi.st in tone. A later excerpt may he taken as a fairly com- 
plete expression of the moral argument applied to political rule : “A wise 
king can make even the poor and miserable elements of his sovereignty 
happy and prosperous ; but a wicked king will surely de.stroy the most 
prosperous and loyal elements of his kingdom.”®® These statements are 
no attempt to disguise the political realism of the work and soften the harsh 
counsel to come. Kautalya here is very much the brahman mini.ster, rep- 
resentative of the power essential to victory. For all his commitment to 
a philo.sophy of opportunism and force, Kautalya would not have limited 
might to mere physical mastery. Such may be the primary obligation of 
warrior and even king, but the ultimate power is spiritual. 

*■ Such a principle i.s not unique to India. In Greece and elsewhere in the ancient 
world we encounter similar concepts Which combine fate and justice and which, as 
rules, ordain what must be as well as what ought to be. 

• Elsewhere Weber, referring to the Arthashastra, says that “in contrast with 
this document Machiavelli's Principe is harmless.” (“Politics as a Vocation,” in 
Gerth and Mills [139], p. 124.) 
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It is the politically unrealistic exaltation of nonviolence and mystic 
sclf-trandsccndence that Kautalya rejects. The world remains with us and 
must be conquered if the difficult task of conquering ourselves is to be suc- 
cessful. Self-mastery and world-mastery are interdependent. There is, 
however, the suggestion of a debt to the great philosophical systems of the 
'*axial age.” In the Buddhist tradition some men arc already close to en- 
lightenment at the time of their birth. They may choose to become either 
buddhas or chakravartins. The chakravartin, or world master/ must 
have achieved self-discipline; this is the condition of his success. The 
concept of a state spanning the length and breadth of the subcontincnl 
under the rule of a chakravartin goes hack al least to the tenth century 
B.C., but Buddhism gave the concept the s])ccial significance it has had for 
Indian history. Tlie idea came to be understood as the ho])e that the sphere 
of interstate politics, the area of political activity subject only to the primi- 
tive law of survival, might be made more amenable to moral controls. 
Ashoka Maurya was the embodiment of this lofty principle. 

Kautalya believed, no less than did the great emperor, that control of 
the senses is crucial to the king’s effectiveness as a ruler. Indeed the prin- 
ciple that one should be able to rule oneself before attempting to rule others 
is a major premise of Indian philosophy, antedating its most famous and, 
systematic statement in the Republic of Plato. 

Wc have noted earlier the resolution of the dilemma of action in 
Krishna’s counsel to the hesitant kshatriya knight. To act is not to com- 
mit evil if the act is performed in a spirit of detachment. Such a philosophy 
may have provided an adequate rationale for the traditional social role 
of the warrior class in the face of the new ethical and ascetic doctrines 
appearing at the end of the Vedic epoch, but for the emerging state there 
remaiiiod the practical problem of defense and material well-being. Action 
could not be disinterested if the state were to survive and prosper. Thus 
does the problem of raison d'etat develop — before its appearance in the 
West." The statesman, faced with conflicting demands and feeling called 

^This concept {cakravartin, from cakra, wheel), which we have referred to on 
several occasions, was utilized by Buddhism to symbolize the universality of the Bud- 
dhist spiritual message. The wheel represents the Buddhist dharma. Although the 
emphasis on self-mastery reflects the influence of heterodoxy, it also has roots in the 
importance of discipline as the basis for proper fulfillment of caste function. The 
priests stood to secure their own positions and protect themselves by insisting on 
righteous behavior buttressed by re.straint and obedience. In brahman hands the idea 
of self-mastery seems to have been fused with the older Vedic belief that power could 
be communicated from the supernatural sphere to man (the Greek concept of menos) : 
self-mastery was a source of increased strength. 

“The dialogue that Thucydides (History of the Peloponnesian IVar, Book V, 
84-116) represents as having taken place between the Athenians and the citizens of 
Melos is usually considered to be the first clear statement of the issue, but in classical 
Greece there was no distinct division between the ethics of national conduct and that 
of individuals, for man found his highest realization in the polls and could not rightly 
be considered apart from it. In India the separation was more sharply drawn, al- 
though Kautalya sought to relate state and society more closely, without destroying 
the regulative function of the caste order in the process. This ambiguity complicates 
any attempt to label his thinking “solidarian.” It is true that he worked to clear away 
impediments to the efficient operation of the political process, but he cannot be accused 
of actively striving to eliminate agencies that served to mediate between the masses 
and the governing elite. 
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upon to compromise traditional ethical principles in the interest of the 
state, may find justification for his acts in the knowledge that he has put 
the general welfare first. The ruler who remained faithful to the Kau- 
talyan teaching could have such consolation ; for the author of the Artha-- 
shastra the welfare of the state meant ultimately the welfare of the people, 
and the well-being of his subjects must be rated higher than that of the 
king himself. 

Kautalya is aware that power must always be allied with shrewdness 
and restraint if it is not to be self-destructive. It is the element of cunning 
or, more positively, the sense of the situation, that has earned the brahman 
writer a sinister reputation in the minds of many. In discussing the traits 
of character indispensable to the king, he mentions “non-fatalism”— quite 
possibly as a criticism of attitudes of mind encouraged by Buddhism but 
incompatible with political life. The king must possess qualities of energy, 
among which he lists valor, impetuosity, agility, and dexterity. Imme- 
diately the tone of the work is set when Kautalya calls on the ruler to 
utilize “the opportunities afforded by the proper place, time and personal 
energy; [demonstrate] skill in discriminating between conditions which 
require conclusion of a treaty and manifestation of valor [i.e., in determin- 
ing when it is appropriate to pursue a policy of peace or war] , letting off 
the enemies and curbing them, and waiting under the pretext of some 
mutual understanding and taking advantage of the enemies’ weak points.”*® 

The state has a strong interest in encouraging civil morality ; hence 
the ruler, who is an example to his people, cannot in his own conduct 
repeatedly challenge the bases of this morality. The ruler of unrighteous 
character is unable to rely on the loyalty and support of his subjects. 
“Which enemy is to be marched against — ^a powerful enemy of wicked 
character or a powerless enemy of righteous character?” asks Kautalya. 
“The strong enemy of wicked^ character should be marched against, for 
when he is attacked, his subjects will not help him, but rather put him 
down or go to the side of the conqueror. Hut when the enemy of virtuous 
character is attacked, his subjects will help him or die with him. . . . 
Hence, no king should give room to such causes as would bring about im- 
poverishment, greed or disaffection among his people. If, however, they 
appear, he should at once take remedial measures against them.”*^ 

Certainly it is as valid to judge a political thinker on the measure of 
what he sought to accomplish as it is to examine him in the context of 
later-day politics. Had not the Renaissance yielded Machiavelli, nor the 
nineteenth century Bismarck, if we were not sensitive to the arguments of 
reason of state, we would perhaps assess Kautalya in a kindlier light. 
Similarities in the theories of the Mauryan minister and Machiavelli have 
long preoccupied students of Hindu polity. (It has even been suggested 
that the Italian was inspired by the Arthashastra.) But the validity of such 
a comparison is limited. Whereas Kautalya emphasizes the personal 
character of the king, and indeed sees the prince’s capacity for righteous 
deportment as basic to beneficial administration, recommending that where 
possible he be exemplary in his conduct, Machiavelli is primarily con- 
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cemed that the prince he able to inspire the loyalty of his people. In the 
•Discorsi, he warns against arbitrariness and the dangers inherent in dis- 
turbing existing laws, remarking that security is what men want most.^* 
Private morality is valid only in the sphere of personal relations and not 
in politics, but the morality of the individual is closely linked with the 
interests and goals of the community. Machiavelli hoped that the state 
could elevate the man who, inspired by a public spirit, would rise above 
his natural weaknesses. Virtue thus became civic virtue, patriotism. Be- 
cause righteousness as such is irrelevant to the realm of politics, men 
must learn “how not to be good.”^** 

Kaulalya’s greater concern with the life of the community and its role 
in shaping the institution of government is due not to his greater respect 
for man’s moral nature and capacity for virtuous conduct, hut to his ac- 
ceptance of caste organization and the general noninterference of the state 
in the fulfillment of personal duty. Dandaniti exists to aid the processes 
of control and socialization, which are essentially the province of caste and 
religious institutions. Machiavelli’s slate exists to restrain man from the 
worst excesses of his own character. For Kautalya, the caste system 
(though still not fully developed) assumed the major burden of this regu- 
latory function. 

In the Discourses Machiavelli is intent on reviving ancient virtue as 
the basis of political society. He, like other Renaissance hignanists, turned 
to the past in an attempt to find the foundations of the virtu that had moti- 
vated men to deeds of glory. But where corruption is the rule, the only 
hope for stability and cohesion is the prince. Loyalty to the leader must 
take the place of public virtue. In Indian theory there exists a myth that 
the king was originally named to combat some imminent danger to the 
order or .to coj)e with .some great need. (Likewise does the avatar appear 
in moments of crisis to ensure the preservation of dhanna.) The same 
concern for order and security inspires the Arthashastra, and the work is 
comparable to The Prince in its reliance on the tyrannos as the ultimate 
agent of stability and prosperity when the times are out of joint and social 
integration threatened. But where does Kautalya find his model of heroic 
virtu ? The materialism of the arthashastra teaching must be supplemented 
with concepts and images of traditional Vedic belief. 

With Kautalya we arrive at a new stage in the development of the 
principle of political authority. In Brahmanic theory the legitimation of 
power and the activities of tlie state had customarily been rooted in the 
ruler’s duty of protection. The Arthashastra represents an important step 
in the direction of authority based on interests and concerns shared by all, 
authority which lakes unto itself many functions previously reserved to 
institutions outside the state proper. But though caste appears to play 
a less important role in the treatise than in the law books or religious works 
(as we should expect), and though the state has entered into areas of regu- 
lation historically the prerogative of economic associations, tribes, or other 
social organizations, and has expanded its judicial and welfare activities, 
the primary intent was not to destroy the pluralism of Hindu society. 
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Kautalya opposes any decentralizing tendency that would weaken the con- 
trol of the state over the economic life of the community; the state is 
directly concerned with the accumulation of wealth, upon which its over- 
all strength depends. It is true that the state he pictures has a strong 
interest in the values and sentiments of the people, and he is not above 
using religion for the purposes of the state, but he advocates no program 
of systematic indoctrination of the sort carried out in the regime of Ashoka. 
Nor docs the slate seek to eliminate the independent group life of the com- 
munity and detach the individual from his old moorings. It is more appro- 
priate to suggest that state policy constituted a greater threat to the tyranny 
of the group over the individual than to the freedom of the individual to 
pursue his own purposes as defined by custom and religious tradition. 

The first step in the direction of what we have come to call totalitarian- 
ism may have hcen taken, but a wide area of autonomy remained with the 
many associations that composed society. The state’s control over the 
thought and movements of the people could not in any sense approximate 
the regimentation of the modern totalitarian state with an advanced tech- 
nological and organizational apparatus at its disposal. What Kautalya has 
done is to assert the importance of state participation in economic matters 
— ^active entry into the productive process, control of prices, interest rates, 
and licensing, and even supervision of occupations. All of which must, 
of course, amount to a significant weakening of one aspect of caste au- 
thority. 

Montesquieu postulated that the central feature of tyranny was its 
basis in the isolation of the ruler from his subjects and the subjects from 
one anothcr.^^ Seen in these terms, the caste basis of Indian society served 
to fragment the population and insulate the masses against control by an 
elite. Caste, however, organized the people as well as divided them, creat- 
ing groups along functional lines. Caste organization did represent a 
hindrance to the formulation of collective goals and, as such, constituted 
a challenge to the state-builder. Kautalya did not oppose the supporting 
and sustaining function of caste, as long as the general welfare was not 
prejudiced by narrow class interest. He advises the ruler, for example, 
to allow the people of a conquered territory to pursue their traditional way 
of life, retain their language, celebrate their festivals. And the king must 
not seek to cut himself off from the populace in splendid aloofness. He 
must actively seek their affection and be constantly alert to the main cur- 
rents of opinion. Members of the community are encouraged, for their 
part, to think of themselves as subjects having in common a number of 
purposes that only the state can fulfill. Political authority, in the Kautalyan 
state, has become more differentiated from other forms of authority, and 
its scope has broadened immensely. 

Kautalya was faced with the same need for political union in the face 
of disorder and external threat that confronted Machiavelli in northern 
Italy. In a sense, Mauryan India was itself in the throes of a renaissance, 
which would culminate in the enlightened rule of the emperor Ashoka. 
Belief stirred against belief, culture against culture ; extensive discretionary 
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powers were granted the ruler as the means for deterring disruptive forces, 
and authority was centralized as it had never been before." The times 
called for flexibility, which in turn presupposed goal-directed collective 
activity. It is likely that with the increased gravity and expense of war 
the state would have found it more efficacious, when possible, to employ 
intrigue in meeting challenges to its authority. 

Kautalya's opportunism — even if it does not represent the political 
position of the Mauryan preceptor — must also be seen in the context of 
brahman struggles with heterodox systems of thought. The very defense 
of brahman interests may have made the reappraisal of religious controls 
imperative. It was now to brahman advantage to seek the active coopera- 
tion of the state, to block any alignment of the state with heterodoxy, and 
to support the ambitions of political authority sympathetic to the brahmans. 
Perhaps it appeared to the brahman author of the Arthashastra, writing in 
a time of momentous change and declining power of old institutions, that 
the basis of the traditional code was forever lost, that matsyanyaya had 
become the characteristic of all relationships. 

As Burckhardt has pointed out, Machiavelli viewed the state as a 
work of art — not as a product of nature working through man, or as part 
of the divine plan, but as the conscious creation of man, analogous to 
artistic fabrication. The Arthashastra can be characterized in the same 
terms. It is the art of government rather than a theory of the state that 
we find in the writings of the Florentine and the Hindu* both are pre- 
occupied with techniques of achieving’" supreme power, both are con- 
fronted with situations that make some degree of arbitrary government 
necessary. Both are concerned with the leader (dux), who establishes the 
authoritative role. Both (and this would follow) write from the vantage 
point of the ruler, and their treatises belong to the ‘'mirror of princes” 
category of political literature. 

The Machiavelli of The Prince is a political thinker engrossed with 
practical questions of the actual foundation of the state, the creation of a 
viable political order in the face of conteiilion, limorousness, and debase- 
ment. The Machiavelli of the Discourses defends rci>ublican government 
as producing the most vigorous state once order has been established and 
secured. It is not inconceivable that, had Kautalya composed a “Discorsi” 
which assumed a condition of unity and .strength, his emphasis would have 
shifted from dux to rex, the sovereign who.se role is predetermined. We 
would have a w'ork of the nature of the rajadharma literature, with all the 
safeguards against arbitrariness that the term implies. But there is little 
indication in the Arthashastra of any consuming interest in the develop- 
ment of a popular virtu, a mass public-spirilcdness that could make pos- 
sible a transition to republican in.stitutioiis. 

®Bo()k V, chap. 11, of Aristotle’s Politics (on methods of ensuring the stability 
of monarchies) suggests a number of rough parallels with Kautalya’s advice to the 
ruler who would increase his power. 

w Acquiring and maintaining power. Machiavelli discusses the problem of pre- 
serving power and order in the Discourses ; the creation of order holds his attention 
in The Prince. 
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The approach to politics of Kautalya and Machiavelli has a definite 
empirical character, and their theories rest on a naturalistic ethic. The 
good tends frequently to be that which contributes to the satisfaction of 
universal needs and desires. Security is one of the most important of these 
needs ; it is the wish for security that bridges the private and public spheres 
of activity. The major function of the state is the provision of stability and 
security. Because religion itself depends on order, the state is justified 
in employing religion as a means for achieving stability. The constancy of 
human nature makes it possible for man to learn from history, but history 
is viewed by Kautalya and Machiavelli as a storehouse of examples, rather 
than as a dynamic process.® Kautalya is sensitive to the economic aspects 
of power, whereas Machiavelli works with more purely political concepts. 
Though rich in political maxims intended for broad application, Kautalyan 
theory is strongly pragmatic and adaptive. There is room in the argument 
for the unforeseeable. Unfortunate the king who does not constantly gauge 
the temper of his people, who does not estimate carefully his chances for 
success before acting, who does not seek advice from the experienced and 
the astute. In attempting to systematize the study of politics as a science 
in its own right and to treat the subject objectively, both Kautalya and 
Machiavelli were pioneers. 

Perhaps Machiavellism is a characteristic of the transition from tra- 
ditional authority to legal-rational authority — ^a development that failed 
to complete its'felf in ancient India, possibly because of a change in the 
legitimation pattern which served the interests of the monarchy without 
fundamentally altering the “sacred’’ structure. But problems of adminis- 
tering a large territory and conflicts within the normative system forced 
the initial break with the older principles of legitimation. 

« There is a tendency among Indian scholars to credit Kautalya with a keener 
historical sense than the Arthashastra in fact reveals — or than we should expect, con- 
sidering the nature of the Indian belief system. 
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ARTHASHASTRA SCHOOL, II 


rRINCIPLKS OF POLICY AND ADMINISTRATrON 

Kautalya goes far beyond Machiavelli in his attention to the structure 
and processes of administration. He places great emphasis on the intellec- 
tual and moral discipline of the king, which is essential to the successful 
functioning of the state. The king must be continent, industrious, and 
alert — a man of refinement and sound judgment. If the king is vigorous, 
his subjects will be equally so.^ Like Plato, Kautalya regards self-mastery 
as the beginning of wisdom; it is indispensable to the achievement of 
political purposes. But the training that Kautalya prescribes for the king 
does not approach the rigorous self-denial that Plato advocates for the 
class of guardians ; Kautalya advises moderation rather than asceticism. 
The education of the prince should include arithmetic, the art of effective 
expression, the Vedic literature, and political economy — in addition to the 
techniques of .self-control and the discipline of the senses.* 

The king clearly occupies the central position in the theory of the 
Arthashastra, and Kautalya devotes four cliapters to means by which the 
king could safeguard himself against the wiles of courtesan, prince, and 
minister. Court intrigue was common, and kings occasionally had reason 
to suspect those closest to them of subversion. Often the crown prince 
himself was not to be trusted — Magadha is reported to have been ruled 
in its earlier history by several parricide.s — ^and the king is advised to 
watch carefully the movements of even his son. The prince is likened to 
the crab, who devours his own parents.® Kautalya devises a series of com- 
plicated stratagems to test the lo)^ty of ministers, as well as to determine 
how and where they can best serve the state.* He recommends also that 
the palace be equipped with ho!iow columns, collapsible floors, secret pas- 
sages, and other devices for the king’s protection. 

The king rarely enjoys an idle moment. His day is divided into eight 
parts. 

During the first one-eighth part of the day, he shall post watchmen and 
attend to the accounts of receipts and expenditure ; during the second 
t)art, he shall look to the affairs of both citizens and country people ; 
during the third, he shall not only bathe and dine, but also study ; during 
the fourth, he shall not only receive revenue in gold, but also attend to 
the appointments of superintendents ; during the fifth, he shall corre- 
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spotid in writs with the assembly of his ministers, and receive the secret 
information gathered by his spies ; during the sixth, he may engage 
himself in his favorite amusements or in self-deliberation; during the 
seventh, he shall superintend elephants, horses, chariots, and infantry ; 
and during the eighth part, he shall consider various plans of military 
operations with his commander-in-chief.® 

The night is similarly divided and includes the reception of secret emis- 
saries, bathing and study, meditation on “the injunctions of sciences” and 
the day’s duties, the consideration of administrative measures, and bene- 
diction from the priests. 

Kautalya conceives of sovereignty not as a right but as an almost sacred 
obligation. The king is held responsible for the progress and prosperity 
of the times ; he is “the creator of epochs.” Kautalya's advice on commis- 
sioning spies to learn whether or not the conduct of the monarch is con- 
doned indicates the importance of public opinion to the king. He appears 
to have in mind particularly the opinions of the leaders of tribal groups. He 
considers it better that a wrong action be taken than that public dissatis- 
faction be courted. Poverty and oppression incite the people to revolution ; 
hence the king is told to identify his own welfare with that of his subjects. 
In discharging these duties of his office and advancing the welfare and 
security of the people, he fulfills his religious obligations. 

Yet the king, no matter how accomplished, is physically incapable of 
assuming all the duties of government unto himself, and must therefore 
rely on ministers for assistance.® The king does not actually delegate 
authority ; he seeks to lessen his burden but not his responsibility. Final 
decisions rest always with him, and he is not bound by the prevailing 
opinion of his cabinet — although he is generally expected to follow the 
advice of the majority of its members. Kautalya states that Manu (i.e., the 
ancient school of Manu) recommends that the council of ministers have 
twelve members, Brihaspati suggests sixteen members, and Ushanas 
(Shukra) twenty, but he himself characteristically holds that the number 
should be dictated by practical need.*^ 

The council was to be composed of an inner and outer body. The first, 
informal in nature, was concerned with deliberation and policy-making, 
and the other was charged with carrying these decisions into action. Meet- 
ings of the royal council were usually held in strictest secrecy. Kautalya 
goes so far as to proscribe certain birds and animals from the council 
chambers for fear of their transmitting information of the proceedings. 
Although it is recommended that the king be to his purohita as the servant 
to his master, the priestly adviser does not have the eminence that he enjoys 
in the Dharmasutras. The purohita is included in the components of 
sovereignty only as one of the ministers. A quarter of the total income 
should be expended on these governmental servants : enough to “infuse 
in them the spirit of enthusiasm to work.”® 

Arthashastra V, 3 (p. 297). The distinction between ministers and department 
heads is not entirely clear. Evidently the more important heads of departments were 
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Punishment, the guarantor of the social order, must always be in accord 
with the principles of justice, severe or mild as the offense requires.® And 
yet Kautalya is so zealous in his efforts to strengthen the position of the 
monarch that punishment for disaffection and official misconduct are out 
of all proportion to the offense committed. Caste position is not allowed 
to limit punishment for offenses against the state, and even those of exalted 
birth are subject to banishment. Kautalya demands decisive evidence for 
conviction, but advocates third-degree methods for attaining confessions. 

The provisions for economic justice include injunctions against the 
confiscation of a man’s total property and the attachment of production 
goods, the safeguarding of returns from labor and of women’s property 
rights, and the limitation of creditor rights. There is also an elaborate set 
of provisions covering slavery, ownership and sale of property, and interest 
rates and debt. Guilds were to handle differences arising among their own 
members. But the nature of these economic regulations must certainly 
limit the traditional tolerance of local usage, the respect for the customary 
legal arrangements of the various groups and corporations existing within 
the state. The penal law, in addition to covering the usual categories of 
criminal activities, dealt with rights of and disputes among guilds and 
administrative authorities, and included provisions for the supervision of 
foreigners. Problems of distribution, measurements, and price and profit 
regulation all came under penal law. » 

Kautalya recommends immediate justice as well as equity. The de- 
fendant should be granted from three to seven days to file his defense. 
The administration of justice was to be decentralized to further speed 
decision. In the Mauryan era there were two classes of courts in addition 
to the village tribunals (which handled minor disputes). The dharnta- 
sthiya^ courts were concerned with civil matters — inheritance, debt, con- 
tract, boundary disputes, sales, and so forth. A case could be appealed as 
high as the royal courts. The courts dealing with penal law, kantaka 
sodhana,^ tried political cases, including those concerned with the mal- 


ministers. These officials are called adhy&kshas. The second book of the Artha- 
shastra deals with the duties of government superintendents : the chamberlain (sanni- 
dhato) “shall see to the construction of the treasure-house, trading-house, the store- 
house of grains, the storehouse of forest produce, the armory and the jail” ; the col- 
lector-general, who was responsible for forts, mines, buildings and gardens, forests, 
herds, and roads ; the superintendent of accounts ; the commander in chief, who “shall 
be so capable as to order either advance or retreat.” These appear to be the major 
administrative officials ; their salaries were from twice to twelve times those received 
by lesser public servants. KautaVsi devotes chapters to officials concerned with 
mining operations, the superintendent of the mint and the state goldsmith, supervisors 
of the storehouse and of forest products, commerce, weights and measures, tolls, and 
passports ; there are those in charge of agriculture, weaving, and ships ; superintend- 
ents of liquor and prostitutes, of the slaughterhouse and the armory, chariots and 
infantry, elephants, horses, and cows. And, finally, there is the officer responsible for 
the affairs of the capital city, who, among his other duties, “shall make a daily in- 
spection of reservoirs of water, of roads, of the hidden passage for going out of the 
city, of forts, fort walls, and other defensive works.” (Arthashastra II.) 

^ In addition to using dharma in its customary ethical and social sense, Kautalya 
on occasion employs the term to refer to civil law. 

Literally, the extirpation of thorns. 
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feasance of officials,** and other cases of an especially serious or difficult 
nature. Procedure was apt to be less ceremonious than in the civil courts, 
and the actions of judges in these courts were circumscribed. 

The doctrine of mandala, which refers to the sphere of influence in 
interstate relations, is thoroughly analyzed in the Arthashastra. Books 
6-14 treat of these relationships, particularly with reference to the exten- 
sion of empire ; the major theme is the dependence of peace upon power. 
Foreign policy must be based on the careful assessment of the resources 
and support available to the state and to its enemies. The state must be 
always prepared ; it exists in an alien world governed only by force. The 
intricate system of alliances in ancient India was based on the assumption 
that contiguous states are hostile. It followed that the state adjacent to 
one’s own enemy was a natural ally. Approximate equality of military 
might must dictate a policy of neutrality, since neither power is capable 
of easily crushing the other — and when it is not certain that advantage 
will result from battle, war should be avoided. If it is superior in strength, 
the state should pursue a policy of aggression ; comparative weakness calls 
for conciliation and the security of alliances, and the adoption of treacher- 
ous methods. This theory was originally an attempt to create a balance 
of power in a system of small states, some of which were always in an 
expansionist mood.® 

The six alternative policies are agreement with pledges (i.e., peace), 
war, indifference or neutrality, “making preparations,” alliance with an- 
other power, and making peace with one state while engaged in hostilities 
with another (“double policy”).^® The ideal of honorable conduct in war 
is a luxury that only the strong can afford. Even religion may be employed 
in the defense of the state. Kaiitalya recommends hollow idols in which 
spies or assassins may be hidden. The maintenance of order and the exten- 
sion of empire justify any means. The philosophy of expedience is never 
more explicit than in the theory of interstate relations. 

In outlining military (Campaigns Kautalya disregards the traditional 
humanitarian principles laid down to regulate the conduct of war. He 
marks out the area from the Himalayas to the seas {Himavatsamudranta- 
ram Udichinam — ^a concept that recurs in the literature of ancient India) 
as the “natural sphere of imperialism.” Six boards were charged with the 
conduct of warfare and the maintenance of the army, which was open to 
recruits from all castes. “ After conquering a nation, the king must con- 
solidate his position by cultivating the loyalty of the defeated people. 
Kautalya advises generous treatment of these subjects and respect for 
those customs and traditions that can be tolerated without jeopardizing the 
security of the state. The ambassador in the Arthashastra^ like his modern 

Kautalya remarks at one point on the difficulty of detecting dishonesty among 
officials : “Just as fish moving under water cannot possibly be found out either as 
drinking or not drinking water, so government servants . . . cannot be found out 
[while] taking money [for themselves].” (Arthashastra II, 9, p. 77.) He suggests 
that departments should have more than one head as a safeguard against the embezzle- 
ment of public money as well as against the overconcentration of power in a single 
person. 
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counterpart, enjoyed immunities — ^although he was clearly a foreign agent 
commissioned to determine the defense position of his host country and the 
extent of its resources. For this reason it was necessary that the king keep 
close watch on the movements of foreign envoys.^® 

The elaborate intelligence system of the Kautaliya^ which is indeed one 
of the distinguishing features of the work, is fundamental to Kautalyan 
foreign and domestic policy.® Spies were drawn from a number of social 
classes, assumed a variety of poses, and were assigned many different 
tasks. The agent was employed to test the loyalty of public officials, to 
gather information, to undertake secret missions, to prevent crime and 
sedition, to ascertain the tenor of public opinion, and to ensure the popu- 
larity of the regime by countering criticism and praising the king. Five 
classes of spies were under the authority of five different departments. In 
addition to these there were the women spies (beggars, nurses, cooks, pros- 
titutes) and the “wandering” spies. Th3 king must give a daily audience 
to the reports of these agents. Kautalya cautions against implicit reliance 
on the accounts of spies. However, if three sources not in contact with 
one another were in essential agreement, the king could have confidence in 
their accuracy. But if the reports were not consistent or if the information 
was considered insufficient, it appears that no action was to be taken. 
Contradiction in the reports was cause for reprehending the informants.^® 

The Arthashastra"^ emphasis on fiscal matters may be exj^aiiied by 
the great cost of maintaining an army that received cash payment and very 
likely accounted for more than half of the revenue expended. (Kautalya 
plotted to regain much of the money paid out by having pseudo-merchants, 
who were agents of the king, sell goods to the soldiers at twice the usual 
price during military operations.) The author of the treatise demonstrates 
great ingenuity in devising and justifying means for augmenting the wealth 
of the state, including state ownership of gambling houses and bordellos, 
and state control of the sale of liquor. This concern with the public coffers 
has caused many analysts of ancient Hindu administrative institutions 
to regard the state as solely a tax-collecting device. But if the brahman 
minister was engrossed in budgetary matters, it was because he considered 
the safety and unity of the state to be dependent on an adequate revenue. 

Income was derived from government-owned mines and other proper- 
ties, from excise taxes, tolls for transportation facilities, fees for use of 
land, import duties, sales and excess property taxes, compulsory contri- 
butions from the people, and income taxes from certain groups of the 
community (artists, seers, prostitutes). Kautalya suggests in addition 
to these sources a number of questionable techniques for acquiring wealth 
for the state. A man might be hidden in a tree to give it certain unusual 
properties and a collection taken to rid the tree of its evil spirit. Or admis- 
sion would be charged to sec a state-constructed multiheaded serpent. 
Agents of the king could induce trances and charge the victims to have 

« There is at least the possibility that Kautalya borrowed the design for his 
espionage (and also administrative) organization from the empire that flourished 
for more than two centuries under the Achaemenid rulers of Persia. 
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the spell removed. The extent to which such means for parting the popu- 
lation from its money are to be condemned as unscrupulous has been der 
bated. Those who would excuse the author of the Arthashastra point to the 
effectiveness of his schemes in equalizing taxation and to his recommenda- 
tion that they be employed only in extreme situations. 

Taxation policy in the Arthashastra and in the Manusmriti (as in the 
great body of theory culminating in the Shukranitisara) reflects the view 
that while the state has its right to the golden egg, the goose must be pro- 
tected. Taxation should be gradual, increased only in times of emergency, 
and then only when rationalized to the people. It should be based on net 
profits instead of gross earnings, and an article should be taxed only once. 
Incentives in the form of moderate taxes should encourage production 
from marginal lands. Remission of taxes is recommended for a number of 
socially desirable endeavors.^* Realizing that the incentive to produce will 
be reduced by excessive exactions, Kautalya urges that officers who col- 
lect more than the allotted tax be punished, and warns against oppressive 
assessments. In short, the king should be governed by a comprehension 
of what the traffic will bear. And yet, despite this sensitivity to the pro- 
ductive process, Kautalya’s state was itself a gigantic enterprise and re- 
garded the private trader as a competitor, an enemy of the public interest, 
the “thief who is not called thief.” 

Kautalya would assess the customary sixth of the produce of the land, 
though this proportion might, when necessary, be raised to a third.' ICssen- 
tial commodities, such as grain, inexpensive textiles, sugar, and oil, were 
to be taxed at one-twentieth of their value. The tax on other goods could 
be as high as twenty ijcrcent. Goods might not be sold at the place of their 
production, but had to be taken to a government agency, stamped, and, 
after sale, appraised for taxes. Attempts to evade this procedure brought 
the sternest penalty.^® The customs duties recommended by Kautalya (and 
probably practiced by the Mauryans) amounted, for certain commodities, 
to a protective tariff — ^normally twenty percent. Usually, however, rates 
were calculated to allow a profit. In revenue policy emphasis was as often 
on indirect as on direct measures of taxation. 

Kautalya claims for the king control of the forests and game, the waste- 
land, and the mineral and salt mines, and supervision of the production of 
spirits. The gabelle and the liquor tax were evidently important sources 
of revenue. Punishment for infringements in this area of the royal domain 
was particularly severe.^ Few natural resources were beyond the royal 
authority.^ Kautalya outlines a program of industrial and commercial 

t Usually where irrigation was accomplished by pumping water from the rivers. 
Additional water rates must have made the tax onerous. 

e On special occasions home-brew was sanctioned. 

^ By the later Brahmanic period a person could be dispossessed of his land only 
for failure to pay his land tax. And there is evidence from inscriptions to indicate 
that, at least by the Christian era, the landholder could dispense with his land in a 
number of ways without interference by the state. The several authorities who imply 
that all land is the property of the crown (cf. Manu VIII, 39) are not convincing. 
The Sanslo-it commentator on the Arthashastra says (II, 24, p. 140) that the king 
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development and regulation. And the king should encourage agricultural 
production by directing the surplus population to the cultivation of un- 
developed tracts of land. The author of the Arthashastra advocates (and 
it was probably a Mauryan practice) giving land to brahmans in order to 
extend tillage and settlement.^ 

Provision is made for emergency periods. Kautalya argues the need 
for a reserve stock of all essential commodities,^ and. in critical times the 
state could appropriate private food stocks. The degree of government 
control anticipates that of the modern welfare state. Famine relief pro- 
grams are contemplated, and a scheme resembling public works projects 
was designed to provide employment for the needy. The king must guard 
his subjects against calamities caused by fire, flood, pestilence, famine, rats, 
tigers, serpents, and demons.^® 

The efficiency of the worker was to be encouraged by ample reward. 
Each laborer was entitled to a certain number of free days, and work on 
holidays justified extra pay. Kautalya’s demand for the punishment of 
physicians whose patients died, in cases that were not previously reported 
to authorities, indicates that the professions did not escape state control. 
The role of the state in the economy was even more direct ; the government 
was in business for itself as the owner of industries, land, and mines — th^ 
last a state monopoly. The attention Kautalya gives to the economy points 
to the imjiortance of trade and mining — ^a consequence»of the strategic 
location of Magadha. The Mauryan state controlled access to the iron 
and copper mines of Dhalbhum and Singhbhum.’ It is significant, too, 
that those employed by the state received a cash wage. 

The Arthashastra, like the later Shukranitisara, is essentially a hand- 
book for the guidance of the governing group, a manual for the practical 
politician. For the most part Kautalya prescribes for specific needs and 
uses te{5tcd administrative procedures. His system is highly centralized ; 
he recognizes the need for uniformity in administrative institutions, and 
he is careful to prevent the ambiguities that arise from divided sovereignty. 
The basic unit of administration is the province, or janapada, which in- 
cluded at least eight hundred villages of from one hundred to five hundred 
families. At the apex of local and provincial administration stood the 
collector general, who was charged with supervising the collection of reve- 
nue and maintaining order. Below him were the district and deputy 

is owner of both water and land, and that the people cannot exercise ownership over 
these two things. But early in the same chapter Kautalya refers specifically to the 
crown lands, implying a special category of land. Kautalya remarks (VIII, 2) that 
in vairdjya lands, which Jayaswal ([199], p. 83) believes are those without kings, 
the people do not distinguish “mine” and “thine.” This seems to indicate that in the 
republican and older tribal communities private property did not exist, and that the 
appearance of the territorial state and the institution of property were roughly con- 
temporaneous. This suggestion lends itself very well to a Marxian analysis of social 
institutions. For the argument that the king did indeed lay claim to the land of his 
domain, vide Ghoshal [143], p. 166. 

* Vide Kosambi [218], pp. 291 ff. Sharma ([390], p. 316) sees little evidence of 
this in the post-Mauryan epoch. In the Gupta period cultivate land was customarily 
granted to the brahmans. 

i With the possible aim of modifying the effect of supply and demand on prices. 
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collectors assisted by village superintendents. Little attention is given 
to village institutions, but it seems that the village council was an autono- 
mous body as far as the supervision of local affairs was concerned. The 
guilds, which were granted only a minimum of independence, were placed 
securely in the service of the state. 

Kautalya, in short, traced the problems of the state to the shortcomings 
of internal administration, and not to the perversities of fate. 

LATER TECHNICAL TREATISES ON POLITY 

The Nltisara of Kamandaka is usually placed in the Gupta period. Like 
the Arthashastra, it is concerned with the material lives of the people and 
the requirements of the state. The Nitisara, or Kamandaktya as it is also 
called, contributes very little that is original, since it is, by its author’s 
admission, a summary of the Arthashastra of Kautalya. L^rge parts of 
the work are scarcely more than abridgements of Kautalya’s treatise. 
Kamandaka, however, neglects the subjects treated in four of the fifteen 
books of the Arthashastra, which contain materials equal in importance 
to that in the other eleven. These excluded portions deal with the admin- 
istrative system and with civil and criminal law. Either the author of the 
Nitisara did not comprehend these more technical and less evocative pas- 
sages, or he did not find them relevant or applicable to the needs of his 
time. Ramachandra Dikshitar believes that tlie work was written to meet 
the needs of monarchs too concerned with affairs of state to be able to read 
the Kauialiya?^ The emphasis on foreign relations suggests the preoccu- 
pation of the period with preserving a balance of power and a stable politi- 
cal order. Two-thirds of the Kamandakiya relates to foreign policy and 
the conduct of war. 

Carlo Formichi, in his Salo Populi,^^ finds common ground in the 
thinking of Kamandaka, Machiavelli, and Hobbes. The political conditions 
of the periods in which each wrote were similar. The three writers are in 
essential agreement on the principles basic to a theory of the state. Man 
is, for the most part, nonrational, sovereignty is by nature unrestricted, 
interstate relations are not governed by moral considerations, and the 
claims of the state come before those of religion. But their respective 
methodologies are those of the poet, the historian, and the philosopher. 

The king, declares Kamandaka, is more necessary than the rain, for the 
failure of the rains can be survived, but the absence of the ruler cannot. 
Indeed, injury to the king is more calamitous than injury to the “state” 
(rajya) itself — ^for the king is the active agent who is able to remedy 
calamities that befall the state.^” Kingship is magnified to all-embracing 
importance. Yet, in his discussion of the saptanga theory,* Kamandaka 

^Sharma ([389], p. 28) believes that this departure from Kautalya’s elevation of 
the svami, or king, above the other elements reflects a time when the royal power was 
no longer so important as an agency of social control and integration. But Kautalya 
also allowed that other elements of soverei^ty might at times be more important 
than the king — and this waning of the practical significance of kingship might also 
account for the elaborate attempts to exalt the king that we find in the Nitisara. 
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never states that one of the elements is inherently more important or of 
greater merit than the others. Each component is complementary to the 
others and circumstances dictate their relative significance.^^ Nor is there 
any effort to buttress the king’s position with analogies of divinity. The 
argument is rational : "‘A righteous king, protecting his subjects to the 
best of his resources and having the power of capturing hostile cities, 
should be held in as high regard as the Lord Prajapati [Brahman] him- 
self. The king must furnish protection and, in return, his subjects will 
yield taxes. Beyond this, Kamandaka has very little to say about the 
specific obligations of the king. But the author of the Nitisara stresses the 
need for discipline on the part of the king in words that recall the Kautaliya, 
How can a king hope to conquer the world if he cannot master himself? 
Self-indulgence is the trap that ensnares the elephant.®® 

The king can no more hope to control his subjects without punishment 
than a fisherman can hope to catch fish without a rod.®* But punishment 
must be proportionate to the offense if the king is to be feared and yet 
respected. These measures must be countenanced by the sacred writings 
and by society ; dharma itself is that which is approved by the enlightened 
members of the community.®® “Thus, like rivers that flow through right 
courses, falling into the sea, all prosperity devolves — ^and never dwindle^ 
away — upon a king who, knowing the good and evil of the infliction of 
punishments and following the path chalked out in the Vodas, frames rules 
of conduct for his subjects.”®** 

Kamandaka, like Kautalya, holds that fair means of figliting can be 
.afforded only by the state th.at enjoys the most advantageous position. And 
again like Kautalya, he argues that no war should be undertaken where 
victory is uncertain.®" In general he holds that if there is an alternative 
to actual warfare, hostilities must be avoided. When the confidence of the 
enemy is secured, or when he is off his guard, the king and his officers may 
strike in devious ways, erfeating dissension in the ranks of the enemy. Had 
not Indra himself slain the demon Vritra when a truce existed between 
the two? Kamandaka clothes his opportunism in moral principles and 
maintains that “the slaughter of foes by deceitful measures is not detri- 
mental to one’s righteousness.”®** 

Tamil literature provides no systematic treatment of political prin- 
ciples, though the Ttrukkural (Rural) of Tiruva]luvar, which has been 
claimed by all the religious sects of India, contains general references to 
the science of artha. All vve know about Valluvar with any degree of 
certainty is that he was a native of Madura.* The work, which belongs to 
the fourth or fifth century a.d.,”* owes much to Sanskrit studies, and par- 

1 He is supposed to have been a weaver by profession, but there is no real con- 
firmation of this. There is not even complete agreement on whether the work is anti- 
Brahmanical or not. Its author was, according to legend, a pariah. Nilakanta Sastri 
([300], p. 349) believes him to have been a learned Jaina divine. 

•n Dikshitar places the work in the first or second century b.c. For his argument 
see [342], pp. 132ff. 
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ticularly to the Arthashastra,^ This political code of the Tamils may be 
based on Kamandaka’s interpretation of Kautalya, but many scholars con- 
sider the Kamandakiya to be a slightly later work than the South Indian 
treatise. 

In the Tamil, as in the Sanskrit literature, the three great purposes of 
life are taken as meaningful only in the context of one another; the 1330 
stanzas of the Kural, the “Tamil Veda,” are accordingly organized in three 
sections — righteousness, politics and wealth, and pleasure. The second 
portion of the Kural treats the political and economic as interdependent — 
for the pursuit of wealth depends on capable government, and the strength 
of the state is based on its wealth. On wealth dharma and kama depend.^” 
Like Kautalya, the author of the Kural is not involved in highly speculative 
aspects of political theory, such as the nature of the state. And in policy 
considerations Tiruvalluvar is willing to place moral principle in the wake 
of expediency. 

Perhaps one difference between the early arthashastra work of Kau- 
talya and the later Tamil version is that the latter does not appear to be a 
part of the “mirror of princes” literature. It is hoped that both the common 
man and the prince can profit from the advice offered in the verses. The 
.^Kitral echoes the emphasis of earlier writings on the importance of just 
rule. The prince is counseled to make his actions conform to the law, and 
the scepter, which brings victory to the prince, must lean to neither side.®" 
Tyranny and anarchy are the twin curses of mankind. The protection of 
his subjects is the central responsibility of the king.®^ In return for this 
security the Kural, like the Sanskrit texts, awards the sixth part of the 
produce of the land to the ruler.® 

The Kural follows Kautalya in the moral demands it makes on the king, 
restating the need for the king to be of noble deportment as well as noble 
birth. The prince must seek the guidance of the experienced and the wise ; 
he must work with diligence and vigor to develop the wealth of the land 
and bring prosperity to his people. And he must be bold and firm in his 
purpose, continually guarding against weakness in his own person. The 
prince must be accessible to the people and must tolerate the right of his 
subjects to reprove his actions. He must personally supervise the operation 
of government. The Kural does not make the same extravagant claims 
for the king that we find in the Nitisara of Kamandaka. However, in the 
Manimckhalai, a Tamil epic poem, we are told that because the righteous 
rule of the king keeps the planets on their course, ensuring adequate rain- 
fall, the king may “regard as his own the life of every living creature.”®® 

“Judgment in the choice of projects and the means of their execution, 
and positiveness in the expression of opinion are the necessary qualities 
in the councilor,” according to Valluvar. The minister must know the 
law, speak with eloquence, “see things in their right proportion” ; he must 
persevere in the accomplishment of a project with attention to “the re- 

”Note, for example. Chapters ?4 and 75, which correspond closely to Artha- 
shastra II, 1, and II, 3, respectively. 

0 And it seems likely that this was the maximum rate. 
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sources in hand, the instrument, the nature of the action itself, the proper 
time, and the proper place for execution.*'®* The ambassador is advised 
to be cool-headed, persuasive in speech and engaging in manner, learned, 
and loyal to the death.®® We are not surprised to find that sovereignty 
requires the possession of an army, fortresses, resources, people (terri- 
tory), allies, ministers. Having these, the king is “a lion among princes.” 
In foreign policy the Rural is again reminiscent of Kautalya : “Strive not 
with the powerful, but against those that are weaker than thyself carry on 
wars without relaxing even for one moment.”’^® There is the same reluc- 
tance to allow moral considerations to rule diplomatic conduct that charac- 
terized the Arthashastra. In order to judge the enemy's capabilities it is 
essential to calculate the resources required in an undertaking, to evaluate 
one's own sources of power and those of the ally as well as those of the foe. 
The proper timing of campaigns is of crucial importance as is patience 
(and even the willingness to retreat — ^as a fighting ram draws back before 
the attack) . It is as necessary that the place be favorable as that the projier 
time be chosen.®^ “Glory is not for the unwatchful.''®® 

The Brihaspati Arthashastra (also known as the Bdrhaspatya Sutras) 
was discovered even more recently than the Kautaliya. What we have* 
consists of only six chapters — probably a small portion of the original.*’ 
Kautalya and the Mahahharata refer to an author on pblity known as 
Brihaspati, but the passages noted do not appear in the extant treatise. 
Beni Prasad ascribes the work to the twelfth century a.d. if references to 
certain religious sects arc not later interpolations. Stylistically it would 
appear to be earlier. It is a work of little originality and contributes almost 
nothing to our study. The policies and principles put forth in the Brihas- 
pati Arthashastra are often in open contradiction to one another, the author 
at times arguing that the pursuit of wealth is all-important®® and elsewhere 
holding that material ends must be subordinated to virtue.^® Sometimes 
the work seems to be closer to the dharmashastra school than to the usual 
arthashastra position, e.g., in the occasional deprecation of the office of 
the king. But then we find that, like the school of Ushanas (Shukra), 
Brihaspati insists that politics is the only science with the right to call 
itself that. 

The writer resembles Kautalya in the emphasis he places on the im- 
portance of punishment in preserving the social order. There is the same 
dependence on doctrines of material gain and even of naturalism. We 
find all the customary arth ishastra policies of expedience — conciliation, 
bribery, the creation of dissension and of illusion, pretense of indifference, 
and killing — all, that is, except the use of magical devices. The need for 
discipline and ethical conduct is stressed, but the secular nature of the work 
prevents any rooting of morality in religion. Although Brihaspati advo- 
cates regular consultation with advisers, he cautions the king in the selec- 

p The sutras should not be confused with the dharmashastra work attributed to 
the same authority. 
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tion of his councilors and demands constant wariness. The king and his 
ministers must be sensitive to the needs and opinion of the people ; for if 
dharma is to have the force of law, it must conform to the popular will — 
and it is particularly urgent that it reflect the opinion of the learned.*^ 

In this same broad classiflcation of arthashastra and nitishastra works 
are the fables intended as a manual of instruction for young princes. The 
Panchatantra (The Five Books) testifies in its opening verses to the great 
influence of the arthashastra school. What are vices in ordinary men, 
according to the unknown author, may be virtues in the prince. The 
standards that apply to the conduct of men are not those which govern the 
conduct of policy.^® Here is the dictum of Kautalya and Machiavelli — 
that moral principles cannot themselves ensure the context in which they 
operate. The moral tone of the Panchatantra may be suggested by the 
story of the lion who, suffering from acute hunger, is advised by a crow 
to kill and eat a camel to whom the lion had given protection.*® For, says 
the crow, the sages have told us that such actions may be committed for 
the sake of self-preservation. The noble creature is unconvinced, and the 
crow continues his lecture : the individual may be sacrificed for the family, 
the family for the village, the village for the state — ^and for the self all the 
iworld may be sacrificed.® 

Somadeva, ^ Jaina author living in the tenth century, probably in 
southern India, extols the state as the source of all satisfactions. But 
although government is essential to human fulfillment, the absence of gov- 
ernment is better than government by fools and knaves. The prince must 
be instructed in the sacred writings and arthashastra. As king, he must be 
aware of his obligation to provide protection in order to ensure prosperity, 
and he is advised to take a daily oath to the effect that he is ‘'protecting 
this cow which yields the milk of four oceans, whose calf is dharma, whose 
tail is enterprise, whose hoofs are varna and ashrama, whose ears are kama 
and arlha, whose horns are diplomacy and valor, whose eyes arc truth and 
purity, and whose face is law.” Those who injure her shall not be en- 
dured.** In spite of the fact that the king rarely enjoys a more elevated 
status than in Somadeva’s Nitivdkyamrta, we find the familiar recom- 
mendation that he seek constartt counsel with his ministers, from whose 
ranks foreigners as well as those of low character and those wanting in 
common sense are to be excluded. Somadeva proposes that control of 
policy be in the hands of civil authorities, and that the military be kept 
in a subordinate position. The policies of this civil state must consider 
what the people can bear without hardship and what will not be harmful 
to the economy. 

Despite the Jainist commitment of its author, the Nitivakyamrita 
shows the influence of earlier political commentaries, especially the Artha- 
shastra. Somadeva introduces no variation into the saptanga theory, the 

vin asse.ssing the literature of this period (the Guptas and their successors), it 
should be noted that the expedience and materialism of the arthashastra school are 
attacked in such classical Sanskrit works as Bana’s KOdambari and the epic SUupa- 
lavadha of Magha. 



221 


Kautalya and the Arthashastra School, II 

concept of danda, or the four sciences and their role in the education of 
the prince. Force should be used in internal regulation only as a Iasi resort, 
but where prowess, intrigue, and authority are inadequate, Somadeva 
would permit the use of violent means. He follows Kautalya in limiting 
aggressive warfare to a situation in which the enemy is weaker. Where 
the two powers are of approximately equal strength, mutual destruction 
would result from war.*® The arthashastra policy of harsh and remorse- 
less conduct toward the enemy or potential enemy is advocated in Soma- 
deva's tale, Yasastilaka (IV). 

Hemachandra, who lived several centuries after Somadeva, claims that 
his treatise is based on advice given by Mahavira himself to Bimbisara, 
king of Magadha. lie is more willing than Somadeva to introduce the 
ethical standards of his religious faith into political life, but he does not 
hesitate to recommend severe punishment or the death penalty when the 
occasion justifies it. We may generalize that moral considerations are 
confined by the Jaina authors mainly to internal administration. These 
later Jaina w'orks can be contrasted with the Ihiddhist canonical works, 
which demand the siabordi nation of politics to ethics, and which hold in 
contempt the “kshatriya science.’' 

TIIK SHUKRANITISAKA EPITAPH FOR ARTHASHASTRA 

0 

We come now to the last great comprehensive political study of the 
ancient Hindus, the SukranitisaraS Nllisara, the designation of the po- 
litical writings of Kamandaka and Shukra, suggests a very general treat- 
ment of the principles of sovereign authority. Though a smaller work than 
the Arthashastra, the Shiikraniti is broader in scope. Its author, in fact, 
criticizes the more limited character of other shastras. In addition to 
defining and describing the duties and functions of the prince and min- 
isters; diplomacy and the conduct of war, political and social institutions 
and customs, and the broad principles of statecraft, the manual provides 
a standard for human behavior. Shukra enlarges the concept nitishastra 
to include conduct on all levels, in all situations; it is as ethical as it is 
political in nature. In including a section on ethics (chap. 3), the Shukra- 
nitisara goes beyond the traditional province of earlier treatises — and yet 
it can be argued that insofar as the arthashastra theorists held that it is 
through fear of punishment that men become virtuous, they too had in- 
volved themselves in ethical questions.*® And it was customary for these 
writers to declare that by enforcing the laws which support the social 
order, the king is indeed the maker of his age.*^ Other examples of state- 
ments bridging the political and ethical spheres come readily to mind. 
In this work attributed to Shukra, nitishastra emerges as the comprehen- 
sive and integrating science that the founders of modern sociology con- 
ceived their study to be. But Shukra’s predecessors had prepared the way. 

B. K. Sarkar remarks: “In Kamandaka and especially in Shukra we 

r The authenticity of the work has recently been questioned : there is at least the 
possibility that the Shukranitisara may have been a nineteenth-century forgery by 
students working with Oppert in Madras. But evidence is not suflicient to allow us 
to dispense with an examination of the text. 
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have . . . not only the pedagogies of Plato, e.g., his Statesman, but also 
his ethics, the monograph on justice, viz., the Republic, as well as his 
treatise on political administration, the Laws.*'^^ But the comparison, if it 
must be made, is with Botero or Bodin. Beni Prasad believes that as 
the relative liberalism of Buddhism declined and Brahmanism regained 
its position in Indian life, the secularism of arthashastra was modified 
and nitishastra was the result. The greater attention of the Shukraniti 
to the moral norms necessary for regulating conduct prevents the sharper 
distinction of politics and ethics, or the separation of public morality from 
private, that we find in the Kautaliya. A. K. Sen, in comparing Shukra’s 
modification of the materialism and opportunism of the Arthashastra with 
Bodin's tempering of Machiavelli, is more to the point. Standards of con- 
duct are suspended in war ; any policy that is effective against the enemy 
may be employed.^® Generally, however, Shukra stands for the superiority 
of ethics to politics. It is righteousness that in the last analysis legitimates 
the royal authority. A comparison with the Jaina texts would reveal many 
similarities between the author of the Nitisara and contemporary hetero- 
dox theory. 

The Shukraniti was ostensibly composed by an anonymous medieval 
•vriter who credited the work to Shukracharya, a legendary figure, to give 
it credence and the authority of antiquity. The controversy that has long 
been waged ovtt the Shukraniti is characteristic of the range of disagree- 
ment on the dates of political texts. Oppert, who discovered the treatise, 
places the work prior to the Christian era, while P. C. Ray has it as recent 
as the sixteenth century. Jayaswal placed the Shukraniti in the eighth 
century a.d., and others attribute it to the fourth. In dating the work 
different scholars have selected different passages for emphasis. Some 
have pointed to the description of the building of a firearm*^® as evidence 
of the late date of the treatise. But the date of the introduction of gun- 
powder into India is also disputed. The authors of the medieval digests 
of politics do not quote the Nitisara of Shukra, and for this reason among 
others, the tendency is to place the work somewhere in the period bounded 
by the ninth and thirteenth centuries a.d. 

Despite his innovations, Shukra relies on Manu and Kautalya (via 
Kamandaka). Like Kautalya, he views the state as a means for preserving 
order and prosperity. Human existence is possible b||fase the state 
affords protection. Probably the dearth of comment regaimig ^he origins 
of state and government must be taken to mean that both Kautalya and 
Shukra considered the state as having existed in some form from earliest 
time — the product of human needs. Both are more interested in the actual 
mechanism of government, the organization of power, and the theory of 
empire. They approach their subject from the point of view of the ruler. 
Shukra elaborates the traditional seven components of sovereignty, and 
introduces an analogy with the various organs of the human body (king : 
head; minister: eye; army: mind; etc.).®^ This may not be sufficient to 
justify our calling the work an organic theory of the state, although the 
construction is certainly meant to suggest the intimate relationship of the 
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factors^nd the work goes far beyond the model of the Arthashastra in the 
direction of an organic theory. 

Both Kautalya and Shukra assign to the king a position of fundamen- 
tal importance in the social system, and consequently both emphasize the 
importance for the king of moral discipline and a rigorous program of 
preparation for leadership. Shukra, like the author of the Arthashastra, 
prescribes for every waking moment of the king : his day included study, 
distributing prizes, making inventories, engaging in military maneuvers, 
and hearing reports and clarifications from ministers and spies. Once a 
year he was to inspect the domain. In advising that the monarch give 
personal attention to a variety of administrative details, Shukra (like 
Manu) implies a kingdom of limited size. The functions of the king arc, 
foremost, punishment and protection, conquest, the performance of the 
sacrifice, the furthering of economic prosperity, cultural and religious 
advancement, and charity. The Shnkraniti places less stress on the ma- 
terial aspects of polity than the Kaulaliya, The king was personally re- 
sponsible for balancing finances, correlating income and expenditure. He 
must administer law as set down in the shastras : there is no question that 
law must be rooted in dharma. Here we notice a deviation from the legal 
principle of the Arthashastra. For Kautalya the royal edict had supreme i 
authority. 

The king exercises power not only by virtue of his ability and worth,* 
but also because he represents the eight great deities who symbolize his 
eightfold duty. 

T.»ike Indra, the sovereign is able to protect the wealth and possessions. 
As Vayu or Air is the spreader (and diffuser) of scents, so the prince 
is the generator (and cause) of good and evil actions. As the sun is 
the dispeller of darkness (and the creator of light) so the king is the 
founder of religion and destroyer of irreligion. As Yama is the god 
who punishes (human beings after death) so also the monarch is the 
punisher of offenses (in this world). Like Agni, the prince is the 
purifier and the enjoyer of all gifts. As Vanina, the god of water, 
sustains everything by supplying moisture, so also the king maintains 
everybody by his virtues and activities. As the god of wealth protects 
the jewels of the universe, so the king protects the treasure and pos- 
sessions of the state. 

To be radiant, like the full moon, the king must fulfill these duties.®^ 
But the willful monarch who neglects the wishes of his councilors and 
subjects “is the cause of miseries (and) soon gets estranged from his king- 
dom and alienated from his subjects.''®® Although he sanctions the removal 
of an unjust or negligent king, Shukra, always the moderate, never ac- 
knowledges the popular right of tyrannicide. But when the king becomes 
intolerably wicked, the brahman is obligated to destroy him — even though 
this would involve the priest in violence.®* And when the king becomes 
addicted to vice, the peojde are justified in going over to the enemy if the 


< Shukra emphasizes the central importance of ability. 
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latter is both powerful and virtuous. “The subjects desert a king who is 
uncharitable, who insults men, who practices deceit and uses harsh words, 
and who is severe in punishments."*'^*'^ More powerful than the king is the 
unity of the many : “The rope that is made by a combination of many 
threads is strong enough to drag the lion.'**'^ 

Shukra makes clear that it is the institution and not the person of the 
king that is divine. He asks if it is not true that “even the dog look(s) like 
a king, when it has ascended a royal chariot.’*®^ The author of the Nitisara 
attempts to relate the doctrine of the king’s divine appointment with the 
older theory that based authority and the right to tax on the ability of the 
ruler to provide protection. Thus for Shukra the ruler is divinely endowed 
with authority for the purpose of protecting the people.**® He is both the 
servant and the master of the people. Primogeniture dictated succession 
to the throne in Shukra’s theory, but if the eldest son were mentally or 
physically incapacitated, the crown should pass to a younger brother. In 
later arthashastra works such as the Nitisara we find what Ghoshal de- 
scribes as “a tendency towards progressive simplification of the qualifica- 
tion for kingship so as to make it pass from ceremonial consecration to a 
customary formula, and thence to sheer possession of the kingdom."***-* 
p Of major importance in the i)olitical thought of the Shnkraniti are the 
ministers, who w-cre to be consulted on all c|uestions of polity. But only 
those minister!) that the king feared and respected could be effective. 
Shukra argues that the power the king exercised in his own right was 
limited; administrative authority resided in the council, and without writ- 
ten documents, agreed upon and signed by the ministers, no official busi- 
ness could be carried on. The written document was, in fact, the sovereign 
authority. By the time of Shukra, eight ministers had come to be the 
standard size of the parishad.^ With the exceptions of the minister of 
religion and the crown prince, the roster is not greatly different from 
modern cabinets. Most important were the smnantra (treasurer), the 
mantrin (foreign secretary), the sachiva (war minister), the pradhana 
(premier), and the yiwaraja (crown prince). We cannot say for certain 
whether or not the royal chaplain played an important role at this time. 
Shukra also mentions the pratinidhi (deputy), the pradvivaka (justiciary), 
the pandita (superintendent of religious policy"), and the amatya (regis- 
trar for revenue purposes). The Shnkraniti advises that ministers be 
transferred from one post to another every three or five years to prevent 
the concentration of authority for too long a time in one man.®® The sys- 
tem of rotating ministers and the need for several ministers to approve a 
plan before its adoption meant that a proposal submitted by the minister 
of finance, for instance, would be scrutinized by those who had occupied 
the office at a previous date. Each minister should have the opportunity 
to study every administrative proposal. Shukra Insists that recommenda- 
tions made by the ministers be accepted by the king. 

* As many as thirty-two ministers are mentioned in earlier writings. 

« Comparable to the dkamma-mahamatta. 
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Tnese ministers were to be chosen on the basis of character and ac- 
complishment ; circumstances of birth were of less importance. Shukra 
does, however, introduce caste considerations in assigning village offices. 
Whether or not a shudra could move with ease into occupations not allotted 
to his caste, we do know that the Shukraniti contemplates an order in 
which a vaishya could become a councilor or an army officer. Shukra goes 
further than other theorists in assigning economic and political functions 
on the basis of ability. It is not by birth that worth is measured, but by 
character, merit, and industry.®^ This does not mean that Shukra dis- 
regards caste duty. Happiness, he writes, depends on the fulfillment of 
duty. Caste distinctions are the product of virtue and deeds. Hence it is 
the duty of the king to enforce the caste order. 

Th? Shukraniti provides a better description of the machinery of gov- 
ernment than any work since the Arthashastra, The state pictured is more 
pronouncedly socialistic than that of Kaulalya, and has a broad cultural 
mission — the fostering of learning and the arts, religion, and the virtues 
of respect, charity, and loyalty. The king’s permission is needed, ac- 
cording to Shukra, before the sulijects can engage in gambling, drinking, 
hunting, or the use of weapons ; selling and buying cows, elephants, horses, 
camels, buffaloes, men, immovable property, silver, gold, jewels, intoxi-, 
cants, poisons, and wine distillations; practicing medicine; drawing up 
deeds, accepting pledges, or advocating new rules; defan^ng castes; re- 
ceiving unowned or lost goods ; disclosing secrets of state ; forsaking one’s 
own religion; lying and perjuring, or forgery; realizing more than the 
fixed revenue; stealing; violence; and determining measurements."* Be- 
fore a person could indulge in serious cursing, adultery, or discussion of 
the king’s weaknesses, he must have obtained leave of the ruler. Shukra 
allows the state to banish undesirables, and, in his emphasis on the need 
for vigilance, advocates the disclosure to the authorities of any actions or 
expressions suggesting behavior of an unsocial or unpatriotic nature. The 
people mu.st willingly cooi:)erate with the state in all its functions. On the 
other hand, the Shukraniti provides for popular expression through such 
devices as the plebiscite. When the conduct of an officer is questioned by 
a hundred men, the king must attend to the people’s wish. The govern- 
ment that allows its subjects neither too much nor too little power is the 
government that will enjoy the greatest success.®’ 

Shukra believes land to be the source of all wealth, and, like the physio- 
crats, condemns commerce as essentially unproductive.®* (Rarely is artha- 
shastra literature hospitable to the merchant, although the latter’s impor- 
tance as a source of revenue is generally understood.) Taxation is justified 
on traditional grounds as payment for protection. Just as the cowherd 
must provide fresh grass if his cows are to provide an abundant yield, so 
must the king adjust the tax rale to encourage the production of wealth. 
No class or grou]) is exempted from taxation, but taxes are graduated to 
ensure a basic standard of living.®® Shukra recommends that the laborer 
be paid according to his contribution, and suggests a minimum wage and 
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a number of compensations as safeguards against class uprisings. If the 
welfare of the state makes it necessary, the king may seize the p/operty 
of his subjects.** 

Social offenses were classified according to whether they were com- 
mitted through action, association, or speech. Like the Jaina Somadeva, 
Shukra warns against punishment motivated by revenue needs or reasons 
other than the disspensing of justice. The courts initiated criminal pro- 
ceedings, and in many of these cases there was no restriction on the quali- 
fications of witnesses — ^although the professional pleader was usually not 
permitted. No trial should be held in secret, and punishment, when be- 
stowed, must take local and guild practice into account. In his tolerance 
of local customs, Shukra accepts the relativity of moral concepts. Popular 
usage must always be respected.*^ Leniency must be shown certain peo- 
ples indulging in cousin marriage, flesh consumption, promiscuity, the 
drinking of wine (by women), and marriage with a brother’s widow. 
“These people do not deserve penance or punishment for the practice of 
these customs.”®* 

After the eleventh century there is little that is original in Indian po- 
litical commentary; a number of general works on the broad tojne of 
^dharma provide casual treatments of polity. Ambng these are studies by 
Bhoja (of Dhara), Candesvara, and Mitramisra. 
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* THE CODES 

OF DHARMASHASTRA 

Where justice is destroyed by injustice, or truth by falsehood, while 
the judges look on. there they shall also be destroyed. Justice, being 
violated, destroys; justice, being preserved, preserves; therefore 
justice must not be violated, lest violated justice should destroy 
us. — MAN17.SMHITI1 


THE MAJOR HINDU LAW BOOKS 

In the first centuries a.d. the prose dharmasutra texts were reworked 
in verse form, and it may be tliat the difference between the Dharmasutras 
and the dharmashastra literature is primarily one of style, although the 
latter arc distinguished also by a greater concentration on law. The Dhar- 
mashastras, of which Manu, Ydjnavalkya, Brhaspati, and Ndrada are the^ 
most important for our purposes, arc also referred to as smritis — a more 
general classification that includes the epics and puranas as well as the law 
books. These codes expand and systcmati^ce the social and religious regu- 
lations of the orthodox Brahmanic culture and are accepted as authentic 
guides to law, custom, and duty. In his monumental History of Dharma- 
shastra, P. V. Kane lists more than five thousand authors known to have 
written dharmashastra treatises.^ The major smritis belong to northern 
India: Manu to the Gangetic plain, Yajhavalkya to the northeast, and 
Narada to the Himalayas. 

Through the centuries, as the Vedic hymns and ritual injunctions be- 
came more difficult to comprehend and to relate to current practice, and 
as the smriti codes themselves were absorbed into the tradition (their 
authors often acejuiring a status as exalted as that of the Vedic poet-sages), 
the ordinances achieved a stature comparable to that of the ancient hymns. 
The first stage in this ajjotheosizing of the dharmashastras was the belief 
that knowledge, to be complete, must include the study of the codes, or, 
alternatively, that the support of the Veda was not essential for authorita- 
tive statements in certain areas of conduct. When the Vedas became inade- 
quate for the regulation of large segments of social life, the smritis filled 
this gap. Ultimately we find that in cases of conflict the smritis come to 
represent an authority superior to that of the earlier tradition, though there 
is a reluctance to discard the Veda openly without some justification.® 

® Cf. Altekar [5], chap. 2. This short excellent study takes exception to the belief 
that the normative structure of ancient Hindu society was firmly anchored in the Vedic 
theological heritage. The author argues that in fact there existed a flexibility in choice 
and interpretation of authorities which did not leave out of account reason, considera- 
tions of equity, and changes in custom. He holds that the Veda had ceased to be an 
important influence on the development of Indian social thought as early as the sixth 
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No one escaped the jurisdiction of dharmashastra, and its piwince 
was the whole of life. But the smritis were to confront the same oroblem- 
of adaptation to social need that earlier had enabled them to supjdement 
and even replace the Veda. Closer to the everyday life of society, more 
sensitive to popular need and usage, were the authors of the digests. The 
smritis had become numerous and often prolix, and the convenient digest, 
a commentary on the law codes, was seized upon as a ready and simple 
guide to sacred law and custom. The authority of the commentary at times 
rivaled that of the smritis themselves. It, too, played its role in the evolu- 
tion of Hindu law. 

Although dharmashastra combines the practical with the hypothetical, 
and though the codifiers of the principles of dharmashastra may sometimes 
have administered the law, it is questionable whether or not any of the 
law codes were deliberately employed as regulations backed by coercive 
sanctions. How closely the smritis reflect the actual laws and rules of 
society cannot be determined from archeological records, but as commen- 
taries on the Vedas and as a valid aspect of tradition in their own right 
they were accepted as authoritative in the administration of justice and 
the prescription of duty. It is not entirely accurate to say, as Sir Henry 
Maine does,® that the codes represent an ideal picture rather than a reflec- 
cion of the political scene of the time. 

The rules of the Manusmriti imply a small-scale polity, a village 
economy, and perhaps the beginnings of a kind of feudalism. The private 
laws of the various groups and associations that comprise the community 
play a more important role in the mosaic of petty principalities to which 
the code is meant to apply. In internal affairs the state is more the referee. 
But concern for social stability and prosperity induces the dharmashas- 
tra authors to elaborate rules of statecraft with Kautalyan candor ; they are 
surpassed only by the author of the Arthashastra and the redactors of the 
Mahahharata in their ethical ambiguity. But unlike Kautalya, the smritis 
generally elevate sacred law, whether written or unwritten, above rational 
law and royal edict.® 

It has been said that “differences between rules of Dharmashastra and 
Arthashastra are neither more numerous nor wider than those within each 
according to different writers.”^. Incongruities in emphasis and doctrine 
do exist and are often important. At the time the early smritis were com- 
piled, the two schools were not yet clearly distinguished, and Mann and 
Yajhavalkya may be characterized as combinations of arthashastra and 
dharmashastra (as is the brahman recension of the Mahahharata). But 
they lean, as their designation suggests, to the latter. Yajnavalkya is suf- 


century b.c., citing, for example, the fact that only once in the Manusmriti (IX, 20) 
is a Vedic authority introduced directly. This is not to say that the Vedas had ceased 
to be recognized as the supreme authority. 

* Kautalya remarks that “whenever sacred law [shastra] is in conflict with ra- 
tional law [dhannanyaya : king’s law], then reason shall be held authoritative; for 
there the original text [on which the sacred law has been based] is not available.” 
{Arthashastra III, 1, p. 185.) The Naradasmriti gives priority to royal ordinance as 
a basis of law, and is unique among the law books in this respect. 
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ficiei^y conscious of doctrinal difTcrcnces between the two schools to insist 
that incase of conflict, dharmashastra must be held the final authority.® 
The codices contain references to civil and criminal law as well as to 
canonical law. In the Manusmriti, civil and commercial law are not yet 
separated from penal law, and it is not until the Brihaspati Dharmashastra 
that this distinction appears. Narada, Brihaspati, and Katyayana, who 
wrote at a somewhat later date, enlarge on provisions put forth in the 
Manusmriti, These works arc preoccupied with legal considerations — 
Narada primarily with civil law. In their broad treatment of law and 
polity, there is actually little basic variation among the law books. But 
their legal codes are not always consistent in detail, and a number of glar- 
ing contradictions are apparent in the texts. In case of conflict between 
different law books, later authors frequently assert that the wisest members 
of society should choose the argument most beneficial to the community. 
As we might cxjiect, this rule tended to elevate the more recent dhanna- 
shastra works to a position of great authority among the smriti writings, 
though they could never actually enjoy the same prestige as the lordly 
Mann Dharmashastra. 

The literature on sacred law dates from the decline of Buddhism and 
the Brahmanical revival. The law books of Manu and Yajhavalkya and 
the later didactic portions of the Mahabharata may be taken to represent 
the post-Mauryan brahmanic renascence. Mann is the oldest and most 
widely known of the codes, and is generally considered the most authorita- 
tive work on Hindu law. !Maim (from the root man) was the name of a 
divine law-giver, the founder of the social order in the Rigveda, “the 
father,” the ancestor of man. “Man” and “thinker” are derived from the 
same root, and Mann is also llic great instructor, the all-knowing. The 
name, which is most accurately translated as a title or a i)Osition (rather 
than as a proper noun), w’as taken by an author-compiler of legal prin- 
ciples.’ The founder of the arthashastra school, Brihaspati (whose work 
exists for us only through indirect references), was believed to have ab- 
stracted the portions dealing with the political art from the “Dandaniti,” a 
colossal treatise attributed to l^rahma and promulgated by Manu. Abridg- 
ments by Shiva, Indra, Brihaspati, and Kavi of the great pronouncement of 
Brahma on life, morals, and government reduced the original hundred 
thousand verses (so the story goes) to a more manageable number. It 
is this august tradition that is siqiposedly represented in the ordinances 
known to us as the Manusmriti.^ A. B. Keith has com])ared the work to 
the great poem of [..ucretius as an expression of a philosophy of life. But 
the two works have not much else in common. 

The society portrayed in the Manusmriti is later in many respects than 
that pictured in the Arthashastra', hence the work must fall between the 
treatise ascribed to Kautalya and the Shiikranitisara, This conclusion 
(not particularly brave, considering the expanse of time involved) is sug- 

«Max Miillcr and A. Weber considered the work a recasting of the ancient 
Mafiava Dharmashastra. Most contemporary scholars are unwilling to accept this 
thesis — or even to find any convincing evidence that the Manava code actually existed. 
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gested by a comparison of the three works on the subjects of primogeni- 
ture, suicide, brahman immunities, niyoga,^ the organization of gambling 
and prostitution, and the remarriage of widows. Shukra usually tends 
to follow Manu. The social conditions described in the epics are similar 
to those prevailing at the time the law book was compiled. Muller dates 
it later than the fourth century a.d. Biihler places it in the second century ; 
Jolly concurs, and this seems the most reasonable date." The Yajhavalkya- 
smrili is probably a century or two later ; the work attributed to Narada 
may antedate Manu, but the smriti was extensively revised and little that 
would qualify it as the most ancient of the law treatises has survived this 
editing. 

In defining sacred law, Manu would include, in addition to the sacred 
texts and sacred tradition, individual conscience and the example of the 
virtuous. Allowance must always be made for local custom, and past usage 
must be considered in settling legal disputes.^ It should be noted that 
custom often is qualified as saddeara, good custom; i.e., if it is to be 
authoritative, custom must be exemplified in the conduct of those who 
know the Veda and are selfless, just, and dispassionate in their actions. 
Sometimes, however, custom is defined as that which is accepted by society 
fand not simply by the more cultivated and pious minority). The impli- 
cation may be that the custom of those not knowledgeable in the Vedas 
shall be authoritative for that group and its descendants." 

In the Manusmriti the king is divinely created and ordained to rule 
and to protect the people from a barbarous state of nature. Mann’s views 
on the natural depravity of man® can be taken as fairly typical of the posi- 
tion of a great number of Hindu legal and political theorists. As in the 
arguments of Seneca and the Church Fathers, social institutions are them- 
selves the consequence of human corruption." Although Manu declares 
thiat the king is the product of divine components, the absolutism of the 
European divine right argumept is not found in the conception. The king 
who is an oppiessor must be destroyed by the very authority (the two- 
edged sword of danda) that inheres in his position. By defying dharma 
the king brings destruction on himself.^" On the other hand, when the 
king fulfills the functions of his office, a subject’s refusal to honor and 
obey him is indefensible. The king as a person is subordinate to dharma ; in 
his function as preserver of sacred law he is coordinate with dharma. 
Jayaswal believes that the divine origin attributed to the king in the code 
is an attempt to justify absolutism in order to support a specific political 

^ The institution of substituting a proxy sire when a male is unable to produce 
offspring. 

® Morality was always relative to the order, purity, and fertility of the world. 
Manu claims that in the ancient Krita age, austerities were the chief dharma. In the 
succeeding age, knowledge replaced austerities ; in time knowledge was itself replaced 
by sacrifices, and in the present age the gift (to the brahman) is alone the basis of 
dharma. (I, 85f.) A similar analysis of decay can be found in the Ramayana (VII, 
80. 9f.) : in the age of righteousness only the brahmans practiced austerities; in suc- 
cessive ages the dharma diminished by one quarter every time another caste came to 
practice austerities — ^until in the Kali age, the most unrighteous of all, even the shudras 
have invaded the traditional brahman function. 
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situation, the brahman rule of Pushyamitra,^ that was contrary to recog- 
nized tn^dition.^^ But evidence is inconclusive, and brahman rule was 
probably Ipot this unique. 

The Wing embodies the virtues of eiglit deities and is likened to the 
gods in the functions he performs.^^ “The king should practice the glory 
and conduct of Indra (the storm god), of Arka (the sun), of Vaya (the 
wind), of Yama (here the god of the dead), of Varuna (here the god of 
punishment), of Chandra (the moon), of Agni (fire), and of Prithivi (the 
earth). His authority is derived from the supernatural origin of his 
person, the divine nature of his office, and the significance of his function 
in preserving social order. The Mahabharata, which claims that the god 
Vishnu actually entered the body of the king,’* goes farther toward a theory 
of the king’s divinity than anything we find in the Manusmriti. 

Manu emphasizes the interdependence of the seven components of 
sovereignty. Each limb is peculiarly adapted to fulfilling a particular, 
necessary function, and it is difficult to say that one part is more important 
than another. The four main classes are said to have originated from the 
mouth, arms, thighs, and feet of the Creator,’® but Manu diverges from 
the dliarmasutra argument in making caste distinction the product of di- 
vine decree, and, only secondarily, of social necessity.^ Brahman superior- 
ity is described and justified in the most extravagant terms. Even the gods j 
depend on the brahmans. Though the prosperity of the community rests 
on the king, the king’s welfare, in turn, depends on the br^liman class — 
the spiritual power is the source of the temporal power. To anger the 
priests is to .seek destruction. If either caste is to flourish, the brahmans 
and the kshatriyas must work together.^® 

Perhaps because at the time of Yajnavalkya the canonical smriti writ- 
ings were less appropriate to the needs of India than were the teachings of 
the arthashastra school, we find the Yajnavalkiya influenced more by 
Kautalya than by contemporary dharmashastra theory. The date of the 
treatise is based on such evidence as the advanced astrological views of 
the work, its scope, and certain references to the Buddhists. It belongs to 
the Gupta epoch (around the fourth century A.n.), and is considered by 
many scholars to date from the same period as the Kamandakiya Nitisara. 
The smriti is composed of three books, which contain rules relating to 
the three major categories of Indian law : proper conduct (achdra), expia- 
tion (/>rayajc/ii^^a), and criminal law (vyavahdra) . Yajnavalkya borrows 
freely from earlier theorists, reducing their commentary to a compendium 
of political and legal thought. 

In the Yajfiavalkyasfnriti the obligations of the king are somewhat 
greater than in the Manitsmrili, the i)Osition of the brahmans equally 

/Second century b.c. ; vide p. 179 above. 

9 The Manusmriti takes up a theme mentioned earlier in the discussion of sutra 
literature. All order.s are ultimately dependent on the householder. The grihastha 
is therefore the most excellent of the life-stages (III, 78). The fact that at this time 
Buddhism had served to swell the ranks of ascetics is of course relevant here. The 
Vishnu Purana (III, 11.5) remarks tliat for the householder, virtue is not opposed 
to either wealth or pleasure. 
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exalted. The author would allow popular usage to prevail when there is 
disagreement among the law codices ; sacred law must be conjpromised 
when it is objectionable to all the people, and the king must respect the 
customs and laws of a country that comes under his control.*^ if he king’s 
edict is not law unless it complies with the basic norms governing the 
social order. Religious and secular law are clearly demarcated, and the 
emphasis has shifted from criminal to civil law. Though this smriti is 
one of the most systematic and comprehensive of the law books and its 
influence is second only to that of the Mamismriti, it makes only a small 
original theoretic contribution.* 

Narada provides the first legal commentary that is not encumbered 
with moralization. The text is confined to the matter of law, almost ignor- 
ing precepts of religion and morality. Its author does, however, like 
Kautalya before him, base judicial procedure on the foundations of dharma, 
rational law, and royal decree. Narada considers the last of these to be 
legitimate in its own right. Perhaps the most authoritarian of Hindu 
writers, he demands that the king be obeyed whether right or wrong in 
his actions,^* though he doubts that it is possible for the king to do 
wrong. The conception of danda and the duties of the king in the Narada- 
smriti does not vary appreciably from that of other commentaries. On this 
9 subject there is almost complete agreement in Hindu theory. By the time 
of the law books, punishment is linked with the preservation of the caste 
structure. The fear of punishment kept the lower classes producing for 
the privileged.^ 


THE LABYRINTH OF LEGAL THEORY 

We turn now to the major substantive and procedural elements of 
ancient law. The Indian talent for cataloguing and refining is nowlicrc 
more fully expressed than in these Hindu codes. Manu suggests that cases 
should be divided into eighteen categories, ranging from illegal sale of 
land and nonpayment of taxes to domestic disputes and gambling.^” Some- 
times Manu permits a person to take the law into his own hands, as in the 
case of a creditor recovering his property. The Brihaspatismriti, a work 
of the sixth or seventh century^ classifies thieves into overt and concealed 
types, according to their abilities and methods. There are a thousand 
varieties of theft. Each has its special punishment — hanging (highway- 
men), the sacrifice of a nose (stealth of a cow), or burning in straw (kid- 
napping). Lawsuits are classified as those relating to injuries sustained, 
and those concerning conflict over wealth. 

Brihaspati, like Manu and Yajnavalkya, holds that a person being tried 

^ Vesey-Fitzgerald believes that "although second in popular reverence to the 
Manusmriti on which it is based, it is more important ; both because it represents a 
liberal recension of Manu and because it is the basis of most of the work of the suc- 
ceeding period, especially of the Mitakshara** (“Law [Hindu]," Encyclopedia of the 
Social Sciences.) The Mitaksard of Vijnanesvara, a work of the early twelfth 
century, provided the basis for the family law followed in most of India. 

* Manu (VIII, 418) considers it especially important that the king compel the two 
lower castes to perform their social obligations. 
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in local courts for a crime should be judged by those who share his pro- 
fession. Acceptance of witnesses might transcend considerations of caste, 
although '4 was frequently held that a man could not give evidence against 
another ot\ higher caste. Then, too, members of certain professions were 
not allowed to serve as witnesses, and large categories of persons, such 
as women, minors, government servants, those with physical defects or 
criminal records, were generally regarded as not eligible to present evi- 
dence in courts. Qualifications of good character, disinterestedness, and 
sound reason were required. Failure to give honest testimony negated 
all the good works that a shudra had accomplished since birth, and “head- 
long into utter darkness shall [such a] sinful person tumble into hell.** l^ut 
Manu goes on to advise giving false evidence if the truth will result in the 
death ot a man. 

When evidence and documentation were insufficient, or the judges 
unconvinced, there was recourse to the ordeal — usually by fire, by water, 
or by poison. The ordeals descril)ed in Brihaspati include trial by balance 
(if in the second weighing the accused is heavier, he is judged guilty), 
by fire (innocent if the heated iron ball fails to burn), by water (sub- 
mergence for as long as it takes to return a dart shot at the moment of 
submersion), by dharnia and adhanna (the accused is acquitted if he draws 
from a jar containing two leaves the one inscribed with the symbol of < 
dharma).®" The later law books admit the right of appeal to higher judi- 
cial bodies.-' 

Yajnavalkya warns against letting a crime go unpunished, regardless 
of the status of the wrongdoer, and punishment must be relative to the 
circumstances and the nature of the crime. Yet he also holds that punitive 
measures must conform strictly to the sacred writings.^ Generally, in the 
law books, punishment increased in severity as social status diminished. 
A shudra could, in theory, be deprived of his life for an action which would 
cost a brahman only a small fine or a reprimand. In the Mamismriti 
the severest punishment for a brahman is baniwshment — and he is per- 
mitted to take his possessions with him. (Kautalya would drown the 
brahman guilty of high treason.) A shudra who shows contempt for a 
brahman .should be piinislied, we arc told, by having an iron spike, ten 
fingers long, thrust down his throat. Greater insult might result in his 
losing his tongue or having hot oil poured in his mouth and ears. But 
there is little indication that these harsh punishments were actually exe- 
cuted. They served primarily as a reminder of caste barriers and the 
exalted position of the brahmans. The smritis also suggest that a man*s 
ability to comprehend his social duty should be considered in deciding his 
penalty. The Katyayanasmriti, in a remarkable passage,'^’® doubles and 
quadruples for the kshatriya or brahman the penalty paid by the lowest 
caste for the same offense. But the brahman was rarely expected to pay 
this greater price. 

iThc commentators on these smritis make less of brahman privileges and im- 
munities, some of them arguing that they be dependent on the brahman’s learning and 
character. 
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The most important types of punishment were torture, imprisonment, 
forced labor, and fines. If a man could not pay the fine imposed on him, 
he could be placed in bondage until his labor had compensate for his 
offense. Large portions of the arthashastra and legal literature are little 
more than compendia of fines and other penalties. The death penalty 
might take the form of impalement on spikes, hanging, decapitation, 
piercing by arrows, burning, bleeding until dead, or being pulled apart 
by teams of oxen. Capital punishment was not often employed by the 
Guptas, if we can accept the reports of the Chinese travelers. 

We have mentioned the importance of custom as a component of the 
legal system. The dharmashastra literature and the general theory of 
Hindu law also reveal an occasional readiness to make law respond to the 
changing needs of the community. This awareness of the need to relate 
law and tradition to evolving social cotiditions is most apparent in the 
Yajnavalkiya. The consciousness of change and relativity is a feature of 
later brahmanic thought that distinguishes it from the proud claims 
of a thousand years earlier, when brahman power was at its zenith. The 
codes sometimes advise that a body of learned brahmans be commissioned 
to determine the needs of the people and assist the king in the adminis- 
tration of justice. Because the law books frequently recognize the customs 
of different groups in society, it can be said that they represent a definite 
step toward the accommodation of various religious creeds. Indeed the 
Gupta state, in contrast to the polities of the centuries that preceded its 
establishment as an im])erial power, appears to have been relatively free 
of religious partisanshif). But it is difficult to say how much the dharma- 
shastras influenced Gupta i)olicy — or whether the influence worked the 
other way, Gupta institutions stamping the later, more liberal codes. 

A basic tenet of Hindu political and legal thought was the belief that 
the king should regard himself not as the creator of the law, but only as 
its guardian. We have already noted one exception to this principle among 
the authors of dliarmashastra, and a further qualification remains to be 
added. From about the third century b.c., there seems to have developed 
a growing appreciation of the need to supplement tradition and the sacred 
texts with other, more tractable, means of regulating the community. In 
varying degrees, Mauryan kings had assumed a legislative function. The 
theory that emerged after the fact held that this departure from the origi- 
nal rajadharma must be carefully controlled and that the royal edict, 
rdjasasana, must harmonize with customary and sacred law. Rajashasana 
is not properly king-made law, but is more in the nature of a commentary, 
an administrative edict, a codification, or an attempt to enlighten the 
public on the subject of dharma. Conformity with the sacred texts was 
imperative where religious practice was concerned. In secular legal usage, 
reason and equity might be considered as important as the smritis or the 
time-honored Vedic norm. 

Gradually, with the recognition of a sphere of statutory law, a dis- 
tinction between moral and positive law (and the sanctions of each) came 
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to be understood. But such factors as the objectification of sacred law in 
the caste structure prevented a sharp delineation of the two that would 
allow the individual a freedom of moral choice and prevent the inter- 
ference of ithe state in tlie realm of values. The state could best serve its 
function as protector of the law by not instituting legislation itself (pre- 
sumably by not intervening in the normal channels of the judicial process), 
not hindering investigation, and not failing to punish a guilty party.* The 
judicial function was traditionally the province of the brahmans, and in- 
junctions against intrusion on the prerogatives of the priesthood were 
intended in part to preserve a countervailing area of power as assurance 
against the state’s assuming totalitarian controls. 

In summary, we can say that in Hindu thought, law includes both the 
ethical conception of law,* to be discovered in conscience or in custom or 
in the model provided by the conduct of righteous men, and law estab- 
lished by legislation, which commands because it has the backing of the 
coercive state. “Created** law, for Narada and other authors, followed 
the debilitation of law as self-imposed duty. Basically, law was conceived 
as God-given, and as codified and interpreted by learned men versed in 
the Vedic tradition. In the event of dispute over the interpretation of the 
Veda, a parishad (or council) of up to ten brahman sages was to be con- 
vened. Thus, in the last analysis, Hindu law (like other systems) was ^ 
what men agreed that it was. But consensus honors certain f^^st principles 
which remain fairly constant, the consequence of man*s asj)iration, his 
need for consistency and for an explanation of the universe in which he 
lives. The realms of fact and value are not as discrete as many would 
suppose. Just as values are facts of man’s existence, so facts become 
values as man is confronted with the need for choice. The principles of 
Hindu law, guides to choices consonant with the attainment of salvation 
and the preservation of order, took the form of such dicta as the doctrines 
that a contract must not transcend sacred law, and custom must have 
precedence over statute. These four categories — contractual obligation, 
the law of the shastras, customary law, and royal edict — were the funda- 
mental elements of Hindu jurisprudence. 

Judicial offices were almost always filled from the brahman class, since 
no man could be judged by one who was not at least his equal. And since 
the sin involved in the crime must also be judged, judges must be drawn 
from the guardians and interpreters of dharma. The tenure of judges 
depended on their effectiveness and conduct in handling cases. Wrong 

* “The unrighteous punishment destroys the heaven, the glory and the worlds of 
the king. But the proper punishment procures him victory, glory and heaven. A 
brother even, or a son, anyone to whom arghya [respect] is due, a father-in-law or 
maternal uncle, as well, is not to go unpunished by the monarch if he falls away from 
his duty.** {Yajnavalkyasmritiy^l\l,ZS7i,) 

* With the important reservation noted earlier : Hindu law lacked the ethical 
universalism of the *«j naturalc. Law may not exist in the hearts of all men (as the 
Stoics would have it), but it can be found in the example of the sages and virtuous 
men. Vide Manu II, 1, and the dharmasutras of Baudhayana I, 1.1. 4-6 and Apas- 
tamha I, 7.20.8. 
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decisions were said to transfer the sin involved to the judges themselves. 
Lawyers were appointed to argue civil cases, but in criminal cases the 
parties themselves usually presented their evidence before the jury. The 
law was administered in the district courts, and special canonical courts 
handled questions of dharmic law. The committees of elders that governed 
the castes were responsible for regulating caste affairs, and this involved 
the interpretation of customary law. The laws of the corporate organiza- 
tions were left to the various associations that made up Hindu society. 
The earliest law court was likely the king's palace. By the time of the 
dharniashastras, complexities of judicial administration necessitated for- 
mal institutions of a more specialized nature. The king’s courts became 
agencies for the adjudication of suits involving the criminal or civil law, 
which by their character lay beyond the jurisdiction of the lower courts. 
Although there is ample indication of a regular procedure for appeal from 
lower to higher courts, we have no way of knowing how this right was 
actually exercised. 

The trials themselves were held in public. The theory of the jury goes 
back at least to Buddhist times, and probably has its origin in the council 
of elders. The Chulla-vagga (Book IV) lists certain qualities essential to 
the jurist, including impartiality and the ])Osscssion of analytical ability. 
The law books usually insist that jurors be brahmans. The king or his 
judicial minister was to be assisted by a jury of from three to seven men 
knowledgeable in the sacred and customary law. The brahmans were, of 
course, the recognized authorities on sacred tradition, and actions in law 
and equity calling for interpretation of the sacred law must of necessity 
involve the priesthood. But if only an acquaintance with customary law 
was required, it was recommended that the jurors be of the same caste as 
the parties to the dispute. 

Hindu jurisprudence was guided by the principle that judge and juror 
were to be as impartial as possible, and that the motive for the crime or 
injury, its nature, and the person committing it were to be taken into 
account. Manu, for example, considered contracts made by the intoxi- 
cated, by the deranged, by those wholly dependent on otliers or grievously 
diseased, or by unauthorized individuals to be invalid.^® The fact re- 
mained that punishment, more often than not, was related to the caste of 
the offender. And yet we do find recommendations, notably in the Briha- 
spatismriti and, less emphatically, in the Naradasmriti, that penalty for 
theft or violence be apportioned according to the seriousness of the offense 
rather than on the basis of caste.*^ Unnecessary delay must be avoided 
in bringing a case to trial. The broadest publicity should be given to 
statutes and decrees, so that the legal consequences of actions would be 
known ; the trial itself should be open to the people. The evidence of wit- 
nesses was generally held to be conclusive. 

Every person (except possibly the shudra, who was considered by 
the most orthodox schools of law to have forfeited his claim to justice) 
possessed the right of judicial protection. Woman, although frequently 
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the subject of paean in Indian literature, was regarded in legal theory a* 
a dependent.*^ The woman’s right to own certain types of personal prop 
erty was upheld, and she was partner to her husband in the conduct Ol 
household affairs — for which at least a minimum of education was con- 
sidered her due. As wife and mother she had considerable security, and, 
in particular situations, Kautalya and a few other authorities permit her 
recourse to legal action. But in status she was inferior to man (even under 
the more democratic principles of the Buddhist sangha), and her husband 
possessed the right to control her freedom. Any gesture on her part that 
might arouse suspicion of her fidelity could be severely punished. One 
indignity prescribed for such behavior was a public lashing at the hand 
of an outcaste.” There were few restrictions against aliens. Residence 
made the citizen and formed the basis of civic obligation. Rarely have so 
few encumbrances been placed on the foreigner. 

The jurisdiction of the law was far-reaching, and penalties were often 
extreme. Certain theorists, for instance, recommend that one convicted 
of drinking intoxicating liquor be punished by being made to drink boiling 
water until death resultecl. Loss of caste, penance, and expulsion were 
common punishments. What appears to be excessive punishment for 
misdemeanors of small import can be understood in terms of the theory 
of reincarnation and the effect of actions in this life on the character of 
future lives of the soul. Punishment and atonement might prevent jeop- 
ardy to lives yet to be lived. Usually Indian criminal law was based on 
the principle that punishment must not exceed the requirements of the 
community. But the ideals that the community represented called for a 
greater emphasis on harsh i)enalties, and on expiation, deterrence, and, 
the education of the ptiblic than we would today require. We might expect 
the concepts of karma and samsara to have far-reaching effects on the 
concepts of personal character and responsibility, and that this would in 
turn influence the theory of reformation. 

Something of the spirit of the ancient law can be inferred from the 
following scattered fragments of the Briliaspatismriti, a Gupta code which 
relies heavily on the Mann Dharmashastra, but which is generally less 
orthodox in nature.® 

In former ages men were strictly virtuous and devoid of mischie- 
vous propensities. Now that avarice and malice have taken possession 
of them, judicial proceedings have been established. [I, 1.] 

The king, his chosen representative (the chief judge), the judges, 

“Her father protects her in childhood, her husband protects her in her youth, 
her sons protect her in old age — ^a woman docs not deserve [i.e., need] independence.” 
{Manu IX, 3.) 

"There are occasional indications that women held high political positions. 
Rarely did they rule, however. We find women serving as trustees for princes not 
yet of age. in some instances participating in important political decisions, and even 
• serving as provincial governors. 

® Note the list of parallels between the two works in Jolly's introduction to 
Brihaspati (Sacred Books of the East, XXXIII, pp. 271 ff.). 
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the law (Smriti), the accountant and scribe, gold, lire, water,*^ and the 
king’s own officer are ten members of legal procedure. [I, 4.] 

Cultivators, artisans (such as carpenters or others), artists, money- 
lenders, companies (of tradesmen), dancers, persons wearii^g the token 
of a religious order (such as Pasupatas), and robbers should adjust 
their disputes according to the rules of their own profession, f I, 26.] 
(Meetings of) kindred, companies (of artisans), assemblies (of 
co-habitants), and chief judges, arc declared to be resorts for the pass- 
ing of a sentence, to whom he whose cause has been previously tried 
may appeal in succession. [T, 29.] 

When any man injures (another), or when he refuses to give what 
he ought to give : such are the two principal motives for going to law. 
Their subdivisions are manifold, lawsuits are of two kinds, according 
as they originate in (demands regarding) wealth or in injuries. Law- 
suits originating in wealth are (divided again) into fourteen sorts; 
those originating in injuries are of four sorts. [II, 4f.] 

No sentence should be passed merely according to the letter of the 
law. If a decision is arrived at without considering the circumstances 
of the case, violation of justice will be the result. [II, 12.] 

He who refrains from killing an aggressor who abuses him aloud 
and is ready to murder him (because the aggressor) is a virtuous man 
(otherwise) and practices regularly the recitation of the Veda, obtains 
the .same reward as for performing a horse-sacrifice.*^ The judgment 
in a doubtful matter is declared to be of four sorts, according as it is 
based on moral law, or on the issue of the case, or on custom, or on 
an edict from the king. [II, 17f.] 

The time-honored institutions of each country, caste, and family 
should be preserved intact ; otherwise the people would rise in rebel- 
lion; the subjects would become disaffected towards tbeir rulers; and 
the army and treasure would be destroyed. [II, 28.] 

He who, divesting himself of avarice, hatred, and other (evil i)ro- 
pensities), passes sentences according to the dictates of law, obtains 
the same reward as for the performance of a sacrifice. [II, 42.] 

Those acquainted with (the true nature of) a plaint declare that 
to be a (proper) plaint, which is free from the defects of a declaration, 
susceptible of proof, provided with good arguments, precise, and 
reasonable, brief in words, rich in contents, unambiguous, free from 
confusion, devoid of improper arguments, and capable of meeting 
opposite arguments ; when a plaint of this description has been prof- 
fered by the plaintiff, the defendant should tender an answer conform- 
able to such plaint. [Ill, 5ff.] 

Let him remove superfluous statements and amplify incomplete 
ones, and let him write down (ever 3 rthing) on the floor, till the (whole) 
matter has been definitely stated. [Ill, 14.] 

A charge founded on suspicion, (one founded on) fact, a petition 
regarding the recovery of a debt, and claiming a fresh trial of a cause 
previously tried: thus a plaint is represented as fourfold. [Ill, 17.] 

P “Gold and fire serve the ptypose of administering ordeals ; water is required 
for persons suffering from thirst or hunger.” (Brihaspati I, 7.) 

QThis is obviously the ticklish case of the brahman offender. On the subject of 
the brahman desperado (Stat&yi), vide Ghoshal [144], pp. 433ff. 
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When the defendant asks for a delay through (natural) timidity, 
or terror, or because his memory has been deranged, the delay shall 
be granted to him. [IV, 5.] 

When the evidence is equally strong on both sides, and law and 
• custom divided, in such a case a mtitual reconciliation between the two 
parties through royal order is recommended. [V, 13.] 

Evidence is declared to be twofold, human and divine. Each of 
these is again divided into a number of branches by sages declaring 
the essence of things. Human evidence is threefold, as it consists of 
witnesses, writings, and inference. [V, 17f.] 

By the time of the Guptas, the administration of justice was markedly 
more humane and less apt to be prejudiced by wealth or descent than had 
formerly been the case. Fa-hsien observed the great happiness and free- 
dom of the Indian and the absence of harsh punishment except in cases 
of sedition. His countryman Hiuen Tsiang, who traveled in India several 
centuries later, remarked of its people : “They are not deceitful or treach- 
erous in their conduct, and arc faithful to their oaths and promises. In 
their rules of government there is remarkable rectitude.*'-"* But either the 
contrast with contemporary China was striking or not all of Harsha’s 
subjects in this later age were so law-abiding. The pilgrim was robbed 
twice by bandits and once narrowly escaped being sacrificed to Durga 
by pirates. 


DHARMASHASTRA POLITY'* 

The king, (lie cabinet, and the civil service constituted the three execu- 
tive branches of government as outlined in the smritis.* The monarch 
must personally supervise diplomacy, civil affairs, and the administration 
of finance and law. For him public life was as rigorous as it was for 
Kautalya's sovereign, and again the protection of the people was the prime 
justification of his rule.^“ Without the sanction of danda “all would be 
upside down.” The king must learn the threefold wisdom of the Vedas : 
the art of policy, logic, self-knowledge.®’' He can maintain order only if 
he is able to control himself.®* His morning was to be devoted to medi- 
tation, worship, study, matters involving legal decisions, and consultation 
with ministers, aml}assadors, spies, and the commander in chief on civil, 
external, and military affairs. Tlie remainder of the day was to be devoted 
to prayer and personal matters, inspection of military forces, deliberation 
with the secret service, and rest.®® In addition to supervising the admin- 
istrative machinery and ensuring the protection of the people, the king 
must safeguard his subjects against corrui)t officials. When the king could 
not personally direct the functions of government, the purohita, the crown 

^ This section brings together much material that will by now be familiar to the 
reader. The smriti literature is a compilation of principles and precepts, many of 
which figured in earlier political and social writings. 

» The dharmashastras suggest the attempt on the part of the brahmans not to 
undermine and destroy the bureaucracy, but to utilize it where possible for their own 
purposes. Such acceptance of the administrative framework with the objective of 
exploiting it is more often than not the aim of different groups with actual or potential 
power in ancient empires. Vide Eisenstadt [114], p. 24. 
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prince, or the premier served as his administrative agent. Though gen- 
erally authoritarian, the Manusmriti warns against the misuse of punish- 
ment. Danda was a blade that cut both ways, and the king who swerved 
from his duty would be struck down.’® 

Manu recommends a cabinet of seven or eight ministers, who should 
be “hereditary, learned in the treatises, brave, skilled in the use of weapons, 
and well-descended.”* Probably these ministers represented both the 
kshatriya and brahman castes, with the latter in the majority. Several of 
the smritis make cabinet posts the exclusive prerogative of the brahmans. 
Katyayana’^ suggests that the mind of the king is apt to go astray because, 
among other reasons, his position calls for the exercise of power — ^an early 
version of the thesis that power corrupts. Therefore, the brahman must 
remind the king of his duty. Because ministers were often required to be 
military leaders, we may assume that a good many ministers were not 
brahmans (though the priests were not absolutely forbidden to take part 
in hostilities). In this regard the writers on polity make caste less impor- 
tant than do the codifiers, and in such later treatises as the Shukra- 
nitisara and the Nitivakyamrita of Somadeva, ability, regardless of caste, 
is made the prime consideration. Administrative records left by several 
dynasties show that cabinet posts were, in fact, frequently hereditary. 

It was the function of the ministers to deliberate matters of peace and 
war, wealth, protection, and the general condition of the kingdom ; the 
king, having rscertained the opinion of each minister individually and 
then of the council as a whole, should only then proceed to make his de- 
eision.®2 Often eonsultation with the ministers would follow the king’s 
early morning interview with the “people.”®® Such conferences should be 
held in strictest secrecy. Sacrifice now played a less important role, and 
this may be a reason for the purohita’s substantial decline in power. Sev- 
eral historians believe that by the time of the later smritis the purohita 
may even have been excluded from the council. 

To meet the problems of legal interpretation and legislation necessi- 
tated by the changing needs of the people, Manu advocates a parishad of 
from three to ten persons, with at least one member learned in each of 
the three Vedas {Rigveda, Yajtinreda, and Samaveda), Capability, rather 
than number, of the legislators i.a emphasized in order to ensure prompt 
and considered action. The multitude is believed to be inadequately in- 
formed and not sufficiently intelligent to name its own legislative delegates. 
The assembly of ten included logicians and “representatives” of the first 
three social orders as well as Vedic scholars.®* Although its function was 
properly interpretive, serving to reconcile the Vedas and their commen- 
taries with the requirements of a changing society, this parishad comes 
close to being a formal legislative assembly. 

In addition, a well-disciplined civil service would perform the duties 
of administration and tax collection. The king should make the honesty 
of these civil servants his personal responsibility. Manu advises occa- 

* “Even an easy deed is difficult to be effected by one only, especially by one with- 
out a helper; still more a very prosperous kingdom [is hard to rule].” (Manu VII, 
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sional inspection tours to investigate the administrative methods and the 
integrity of state officers (whom he rather cynically regards as mostly 
cheats and takers of the property of others)/^® and to determine the specific 
condition, opinion, and wishes of the people. Sometimes these tours were 
made by special inspectors, sometimes by the king himself. Spies were 
often employed to watch the activities of public servants. 

In Manu’s welfare state, prices are subject to governmental control," 
and the state assumes responsibility for promoting cultural institutions 
and granting certain charities to those unfortunates unable to help them- 
selves. The smritis recommend that the country be populated with traders, 
artisans, and peasants, since these economically productive classes provide 
the tax revenue on which the state depends. The tax is seen as the king’s 
rightful due in return for the security he provides. In times of distress 
a king is entitled to as much as a fourth part of the wealth as revenue.®® 
Manu exempts almost nothing from taxation. Those who live by their 
hands should give a day each month to the king.®" Not only must the tax 
be flexible — heavy in times of prosperity and decreasing when the economy 
recedes — but it must be gently exacted : “as the leech, calf, and insect eat 
little by little (their) food, so yearly taxes are to he taken little by little 
from the kingdom by the king.”®* A sixth part of trees, meat, honey, and 
ghee may be taken, and one-twentieth of the cost price as the tax oi* 
marketed goods.®'® Taxes were to be taken on income (in kind), on imports 
and exports, on warehouses and highways, on mines and manufactures." 

Among those exempt were students and brahm.an sages, and such a con- 
cession constituted an indirect subsidy of learning and the arts. Women, 
children, and ascetics were also to be excused, but it is not likely that 
these exceptions were always recognized in actual practice. Although there 
is a suggestion that property is conceived as title resulting from the appli- 
cation of human effort,"’ Manu raises the problem of royal claim to the 
land and waters of the realm. Hut if such a claim was actually made, it 
was of a most general nature (perhaps of the order of eminent domain), 
and protection, not ownership, justified the sovereign authority of the 
monarch and his right to taxes.^® 

Several of the dharmashastras, especially the earlier works, mention 
guild assemblies, but deal primarily with their chief executives and quali- 
fications for this office. The king was evidently able to discipline these 
officials and to criticize guild policy.® The corporations (or ^enis) had 
their own judicial organizations, as did the villages and families. The 


« And so are interest rates : the brahman may be charj^ecl 24%, the kshatriya, 
vaishya, and shudra 36%, 48%, and 60%, respectively. (Manu VII I, 142.) 

« The king “should make the traders pay taxes, after having considered the pur- 
chase and sale [of their goods], the journey [they have made], the food [and other 
expenses], and the means for security [they employ]. Having considered [the 
matter], let the king ever arrange the taxes in Hiis] kingdom, so that the king and 
the businessmen may get profit.” {Manu VIT, 12^.) 

^ “The field belongs to him who clears it for tillage — the deer to him who first 
injures it with an arrow.” {Manu IX, 44.) 

^ “The families, castes, the shrenis, the ganas, and the janapadas who have de- 
viated from their duty, should be disciplined and set in the right path.” {Y a jnavalkya 
XIII, 361.) 
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village judicial bodies were comparable to the later pahchayat. The de- 
fense of the village, formerly the province of the village headman, was left 
to the military cantonments, which were responsible for the protection of 
small clusters of villages.^’ We know that a gradual decentralization of 
power marked these times — a process that the terminology of the law 
books sometimes seeks to disguise. In the Manusmriti version of the 
saptanga theory, fort (or fortified area) and janapada are replaced by 
pura and rashtra, i.e., capital and kingdom.*- Janapada had strong tribal 
connotations, and the term includes population as well as territory ; rashtra 
refers to the territorial state. 

The law books, in advocating aggression, were not as careful as modern 
propagandists to provide a moral or biological rationale, and we are 
disarmed by the frankness with which the codes recommend offense against 
weak and unsuspecting neighbors.*® We must remember, however, that 
war was the profession of the kshatriyas, and that the priests, for their 
part, stood to gain by the “brahmanization” of new areas. These works, 
in contrast to the arthashastra literature, at least manifest a concern with 
the consequences of aggressive actions for the life hereafter. When a state 
is threatened, first recourse should be to methods short of war : bribery 
and gifts, attempts to disunite the enemy, mediation, and conciliation. But 
iman could realize happiness and well-being only in a sovereign state. If 
the group was to live with honor, it could not tolerate vassalage. Manu 
holds in one place that no matter what the strength of the enemy, the king 
must not refrain from battle. It is his duty and that of his fellow kshatriyas 
to fight even if death on the battlefield is certain.** Elsewhere, however, 
Manu advises the king to avoid war where the outcome is uncertain*® — an 
ancient arthasliastra princijde. Yajnavalkya holds that force must be 
resorted to after other expedients have failed.*® Ihit military action must 
conform to a higher code of conduct. Fairness, mercy, and forbearance 
should, when possible, govern hostilities. The technique of the power 
balance was understood*' and alliances were considered among the most 
important of the state’s assets.*^ Manu holds that peace depends on the 
ambassador, “for, verily, the ambassador alone unites.” An envoy should 
have a psychologist’s understanding of personality, and a facility for gain- 
ing confidence in order to discover the foreign king’s ambitions.^® 

The smritis are somewhat equivocal on the subject of territorial con- 
quest and annexation. The goal of diplomacy is rather to achieve a power 
balance that will ensure the security of the state.*® (Kautalya would have 
been disdainful of a foreign policy that settled for “equilibrium” instead 
of aspiring for universal dominion.) After conquest, respect must be 
shown for that which the defeated holds sacred. Brihaspati considers 
disregard for local customs and institutions to be an invitation to rebellion, 

y neighboring sovereign, the one next to him, and the one situated beyond the 
latter, [should be considered] as an enemy, a friend, and as a neutral power in due 
order. Thus the circle of neighboring powers (on all his four sides) should be con- 
sidered in due order and should be treated with negotiation and the other means of 
diplomacy.” {Manu XIII, 345.) This is the familiar mandala theory. 
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and he is joined by several major smriti schools in counseling respect for 
and protection of the traditions and regulations of a conquered country. 
The conservative Manu goes so far as to state that a conquered country 
should be governed by one of the native princes, rather than by a ruler 
imposed by the victorious power. 

A note on the puranas. In many respects the major puranas are simi- 
lar to the law books in both substance and form. Eighteen in number, 
they deal with the creation of the world ; the great ages {yugas) through 
which it has passed, each with its characteristic dharma, reflecting the 
retrograde condition of man ; the genealogies of gods, sages, and dynasties ; 
and the transcendent goals most worthy of men. There is a strong mono- 
theistic note in the books, supplemented by a rich infusion of Sankhya 
doctrine. The puranas (“ancient legends”) had wide appeal and served 
as autlioritative sources for popular Ilindiisim. They do not provide a 
dependable chronology and are frequently fantastic. 

The literature cannot be dated with any hope of accuracy, but it is 
likely that the puranas developed in Vedic times as a special branch of 
the sacred literature and were learned by the priests along with the hymns. 
These early narratives were incorporated into the Maliabharata; those^ 
that survive today in the purana form evidently did not exist at the time 
of this compilation. Even before the inclusion of the first series of puranas 
in the Mahahharata, these legends extolling the kshatriyas had departed 
from brahman orthodoxy. In their present form the puranas fall between 
the early centuries of the Christian era and the seventh or eighth century 
A.D., although the stories that these works comprise belong to antiquity. 
After the decline of the Gupta empire, many of the collections greatly 
increased in size as the exploits of tribal gods and the genealogical lists 
of the many small kingdoms were included. Alterations continued for 
many centuries after the Gupta period, but the eighteen major puranas 
are presumably eighteen versions of a common source.®® 

Brihaddharma and Vishnu, and certain other of the puranas, postulate 
an age free of misery and corruption, followed by gradual decline. In the 
Vayu Purana (VIII), caste did not exist until Brahma assigned men to 
different social roles as their personalities and conduct dictated. Here 
again wc encounter the legend of the evil king. Vena, and the restora- 
tion of order and prosperity with Prithu. The moral is the same : the need 
for punishment in preserving dharma. The tyrant Vena himself, the 
most despicable of rulers, must be tolerated — for he at least keeps the 
land from being overrun by outlaws. The alternative to the king is 
anarchy.* In the puranas, as in the smritis, the king’s divinity is a meta- 
phorical expression of the majesty of his office and is used to augment 

» It is remotely possible that the account of the wicked king Vena (father of the 
great Prithu), which is a recurrent theme in the puranas, was inspired by the regime 
of the Buddhist king Ashoka. Vena, we are told (Vishnu Purana I. 13.1 Iff., Bhaga- 
vata Purana IV, 13.16ff.), forbade sacrifices and religious gifts. But Vena set him- 
self up as the object of worship and ordered that the sages obey him without question- 
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respect on the part of his subjects, although several passages approach an 
actual philosophy of divine right.®" The right of resistance is ignored in 
most of these texts, and respect for the king, regardless of his character, 
is advocated. 

The king is advised to be neither mild nor harsh in dealing with his 
subjects, and to exert his authority to bring about their full spiritual and 
material development. The state described in the puranas has a broad 
cultural mission, and the king is the great moral example for his people. 
His office is justified only as he serves their interests and protects them 
from internal and external enemies. The king should never expect that 
this will be a life of ease and enjoyment ; his lot is one of pain and toil. 
If, however, he fulfills his duty well, he earns a sixth part of the merit 
accumulated by his subjects.®^ The puranas counsel the king against 
making policy decisions without advice. The minister, according to the 
Agni Purana, should be consulted on measures of state; he is charged 
with ensuring the success of projects undertaken, providing for future 
contingencies, supervising finances, drafting civil and criminal laws, and, 
with the king, protecting the realm.®® The Agni Purana accepts the tra- 
ditional four bases of law : custom, scripture, the edicts of the king, and 
the example of the righteous. 

ing his authorit;’. When they could tolerate no more, the sages killed him — and from 
the dead king's arm emerged the exemplary king Prithu (from tlie negation of the 
negation). 

E.g., Brihaddharma Purana III, 3.7 : “The gods take the form of kings when 
they visit the earth.” The Vishnu Puram 1, 13f., like Manu VII, 4f., maintains that 
a variety of gods reside in the person of the king. More typically the puranas suggest, 
as do most of the dharmashastra schools, that there is only a similarity of function 
between the king and the gods. 



PART IV 
The Forms of Authority 


14 » THE AUTHORITY 
OF THE KING 


THK ORIGINS OF KINGSIIIP® 

Emergencies, especially war, demand a strong executive. Ancient 
Indian theory, like the Biblical account of Saul’s ordination, holds that 
the institution of kingship originated as a response to hostile pressures. 
The Hindus, unlike the ancient Greeks, did not view political authority 
as the natural consequence of the interdependence of men. The state was 
rationalized in terms suggesting a compact, or was said to have been estab- 
lished through the intervention of the gods.^ These ideas %re inevitably 
linked with a justification of coercive institutions that differs from the 
Greek conception of the polis as the fulfillment of man. In Indian political 
thought, the sinful nature of man legitimates compulsion ; the state is in- 
deed the sine qua non of existence. Danda is the necessary result of man’s 
fall and the instrument for ensuring sufficient order to make a decent life 
possible. Rut, at the same time, the state has the more positive function of 
providing the conditions of salvation. A parallel may be found in early 
medieval European theory — where social institutions were regarded as 
both the consequence of and the remedy for man’s imperfection. Augustine 
makes justice dependent on the state, though justice can never be perfectly 
realized in the secular state. 

In Western theory, the idea of compact can be traced to the Epicurean 
philosophers, but a crude formulation of the concept exists in the Indian 
political literature of a considerably earlier date. The first hint of the 
contractual theory appears in the Aitareya Brahmana,^ but the idea is not 
extensively developed until the Buddhist literature.® The Hindu govern- 
mental contract, like the Buddhist, was in essence an exchange of taxes 
for protection, and the king’s authority was limited by sacred law. The 

« This and the following chapter arc intended to provide topical analyses of cer- 
tain important aspects of Indian political thought and institutions which do not lend 
themselves to the approach employed thus far. 

Kautalya, however, occupies a position intermediate between Greek and Hindu 
theories. 

<^The contract may have been both social and governmental. Several modern 
writers on Hindu theory believe that because a republican form of government existed 
pro tern until Brahma sent the community a king, the contract was actually a govern- 
mental contract. Vide, e.g., A. K. Sen [383], p. 42. 
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medieval author of the Shukranitisara goes so far as to describe the king as 
the salaried servant of the people.^ 

The theory of compact is not tied to a conception of the people as the 
ultimate source of authority. In fact, at least one source suggests that the 
compact is made “for inspiring confidence among all classes of the people,”® 
and the Arthashastra recommends, evidently as a kind of Platonic noble 
myth, that the contractual explanation of the king's origin be circulated 
among the people.* It is difficult to find instances of actual conditions 
placed on the exercise of royal power by the people — conditions which 
would normally accompany a contract. The coronation oath is a pledge 
of loyalty to dharma, and only indirectly is it a pledge to the people. The 
king vowed (to representatives of the spiritual authority) to confine his 
actions to the province assigned by dharma and to keep the spirit of the 
sacred law. The contract, unlike that postulated by Hobbes, imposes obli- 
gations on the king as well as on the people. Occasionally the texts mention 
the subjects* right to dethrone an unjust or irresponsible king, but such 
statements are rare. The most important check on the king was the fear 
of the misfortunes that were certain to result if he violated his charge. 

The contract theory suggests a concern with what it is that authorizes 
one man to control others. “Authorize** implies that that which bestows 
ihe right to rule is outside the individual who exercises power. This right 
may reside ip certain procedures by which a man is authorized (Weber’s 
legal type), or in the possession of status, which automatically authorizes. 
Modern commentators on ancient Indian polity frequently see the contract 
as evidence of popular authority. These historians overlook the importance 
of status considerations — which provided the eligibility at the base of au- 
thorization. It was rarely a “pure” form of authority one way or the other. 
We have argued that brahman authority was legitimated by a combination 
of sacred tradition and merit. The royal power was based on a concept of 
authority that contained diverse elements. Some of the images employed 
to suggest analogies with other aspects of life (e.g., the father or the con- 
quering hero) were themselves intended to justify the relationship of the 
king to his people — ^the need for some to command and others to obey. 

But the vacuum left by the waning influence of tribal values could not 
be filled by analogies with what were often merely power relationships. 
The question of authority is phrased most tellingly by Yudhishthira in the 
Shantiparva (59.6ff.). The prince, far from claiming divinity for himself, 
asks why, “having hands and arms and neck like others, having an under- 
standing and senses like those of others, . . . possessed of vital airs and 
bodies like other men, resembling others in birth and death, in fact, similar 
to others regarding all the attributes of men, why does one man, the king, 
govern the rest of the world consisting of many brave and intelligent per- 
sons?” The dying sage Bhishma answers by describing a world in which 
virtue had disappeared and men no longer protected one another, a human 
jungle so terrible that the gods themselves were overcome by fear. The 
passages of the text that follow suggest that the moral decline is both cause 
and effect of the loss of the Vedas. 
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The Grandfather of the universe, at the request of the gods, composed 
a learned treatise of a hundred thousand sections, which treated of dharma, 
artha, kania, and mokslia. After a scries of abridgements that reduced the 
monumental proportions of the work to a thousand chapters, Vishnu was 
asked to appoint a man who would be equal to the task of ruling other men. 
By an act of his own will, the god created a son, Virajas. It is important 
to stress that Virajas chose not to govern — having determined on a life 
of renunciation. And Virajas’ son also preferred to practice austerities, 
as did his son. The brahman functions are obviously to be preferred to 
those of the kshatriya. At length Ananga consented to rule, and his reign 
was distinguished by his piety and competence. But his son succumbed 
to passion (there seems to be an increasing worldliness in the lineage) and 
his grandson was a thoroughly wicked man. The sages had no choice but 
to slay him. 

From the arm of the dead Vena the brahmans drew forth Prithu, versed 
in the Veda and the science of punishment, who promptly called on the 
assembled gods and sages to advise him in his tasks. Prithu thus relied 
on the brahmans to delineate his authority. He was told to regard all men 
with impartiality — which meant that he should punish any man, whatever 
his caste, if he did not fulfill his duty. Several verses later (59. 108) we 
read that lie is to know that the brahman is exempt from punishment. Tfie 
idea that the king is legitimated by the priests, whose ktjowlcdge links 
men witli the sacred law as revealed in the Vcdic hymns (which it is the 
king’s first duty to protect), is implicit. The entry of the god Vishnu 
into the body of the king ]olloived the king’s performance of righteous acts. 
The account contains justifications of authority in terms of function, 
charisma, heredity, subordination to the brahmans, and finally, divinity 
itself. 

Though references to the state of nature exist in almost all the major 
documents, it is doubtful whether they were meant to suggest an actual 
historical period. Often the state of nature appears to be no more than 
a logical deduction. In some instances, when its purpose is to justify a 
strong political authority, the concept closely resembles that of Hobbes 
and Spinoza ; in other writings it approximates the more attractive Lock- 
ean condition of man before the institution of civil society. Narada claims 
that “when mortals were bent on doing their duty alone and [were] habitu- 
ally veracious, there existed neither lawsuits, nor hatred, nor selfishness. 
The practice of duty having died out among mankind, lawsuits have been 
introduced ; and the king has been appointed to decide lawsuits, because 
he has authority to punish.”® We may wonder whether the smriti looks 
back to an idyllic state of nature such as we find in the Buddhist sources, 
or to the ancient tribal community of an age before property had become 
a fundamental institution of society. 

The puranas remark that with the cultivation of the soil and the devel- 
opment of private property, contention and vice came into the world as 
men sought to appropriate more and more for themselves.® The Buddhist 
Digha Nikaya describes a golden age : the ethereal dominated the corporeal 
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and men danced in the air/ Gradually the appetites manifested them- 
selves and the social institutions necessary to their satisfaction evolved, 
Man became the slave of his passions^ and it was now imperative that a 
leader be appointed to establish order. In return the “Great Elect” would 
receive a share of the people’s grain. It is possible, however, that this is 
less a theory of the origin of the state than a further glorification of the 
Buddha, who is undoubtedly the leader referred to in the passages. This 
description of the state of nature and the subsequent fall from grace can be 
found in Hindu writings as well. Both the Buddhist and Brahmanical 
texts postulate the appearance of a savior who restores order. 

The pre-political society pictured in the Mahabharata^ has degenerated 
to the rule of fang and claw. After the fall from “absolute” dharma, men 
ceased to be guided by wisdom, justice, and righteousness. The world 
(as the epic puts it) had become the workshop of the devil. Property is 
precarious, honor and morality decline, men give themselves up to the 
excesses of their passions, sacrifices arc not celebrated, the brahmans do 
not practice austerities, and castes can no longer be distinguished from one 
another. Coercion (danda) had become necessary to maintain order, to 
preserve virtue, and to hold men to the duties of their respective castes. 
Ilcnce the function of the state is to maintain stability by employing danda : 
dharma cannot exist without danda in a world of imperfect men. 

This degredation is never fully elaborated in tlie ])oIitical treatises. 
The slate of nature may be meant to do no more than dramatize the need 
for an authority to restrain the worst impulses of men. We arc probably 
justified in seeing in the agreement that results not so much the attempt 
to institute controls over the monarch as the authorization of a strong, 
centralized kshatriya control. Misery and corruption would otherwise 
be the lot of the people. 

The vice and selfishness that were thought to characterize man before 
civil society was established led to a glorification of the artifices of social 
life — all the i onventions, values, and organizations that serve to guide men 
toward decency and dignity. The state, like caste and other institutions, 
is guarantor and moral agent. Men cannot live apart from the protection 
danda provides. “A legal rul<? without coercion,” Ihering has commented, 
“is fire that does not burn, a light that does not shine.”® 

There remains a gulf between the constantly recurring idea that the 
jieople renumerate the king for services rendered to them, and an actual 
contract theory that bases government on the consent of the people and 
prescribes the sanctions that the i)eople may take against an oppressor. 
In serving the community, the king seeks to fulfill the obligations of his 
rajadharma, and since dharma remains in theory the sovereign authority, 
it is really only implicitly and indirectly — ^through the acceptance of the 
framework of social duty by both parties — that a compact between the king 
and subjects exists. By the time of the smritis and the brahmanic re- 
working of the books of the Mahabharata, kingship had become heredi- 
tary. Election plays no role in either of the theories of the origin of civil 
society in the Shantiparva. 
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Though the king is described in Bhishma’s story as being “not different 
from a god,” elsewhere in the Mahabharata when the people are advised 
to abandon a king who is incompetent or who fails in his undertakings for 
•other reasons, it is because he is no longer an “authority.” It is the au- 
thorized function that is sacred ; a bad king does not possess that which 
deserves reverence. The king, wiclder of the rod of punishment that pre- 
serves the law, was himself restrained by this very power. Should he de- 
part from his duty and take it upon himself to go against the precepts of 
dharma, he would be struck down by danda. This conception is reminis- 
cent of the phenomenon of taboo, which haunts the pages of anthropologi- 
cal studies of primitive communities. Though there was no constitutional 
restraint on the Hindu king, the dharmic code itself must have served as 
a powerful check on his conduct in office. For the king, like the humblest 
of his subjects, could be reborn in a despised form. 

But the code of conduct works both ways. Those who are charged with 
the preservation of order may be duty-bound to perform acts that are in 
themselves evil. Occasionally in the epics kshatriyas pause on the brink 
of battle to consider the moral implications of their acts. Yiidhishthira, 
like Arjuna in the Gita, is sorely tempted to retreat to the forest and the 
life of an ascetic. Alas, this is not the kshatriya prerogative. I'he warrior 
carries with him the sin of Indra, that greatest of fighters. His fate is to 
die on the battlefield protecting the sacred order of things. » 

The constant reiteration of the need for coercion (danda) in the preser- 
vation of the dharmic order suggests a cynical view of human nature. In 
addition to the Mahabharata, tlie Kautaliya and the Kamandakiya, the 
Manusmrili and the Shukranitisara all attest to the natural depravity of 
man.’® The suspicion of human nature that dominates Hindu thought can 
be summed up in the words of Manu : a guiltless man is hard to find.^’ A 
society without constraints is no society at all ; men feed on one another 
as do the beasts of the jungle and the fish in the sea.** “When the law of 
punishment is kept in abeyance, it gives rise to the disorder implied in the 
proverb of the fishes ; for in the absence of a magistrate, the strong will 
swallow the weak ; but under his protection the weak resist the strong.”^* 
How individuals in the vicious state of matsyanyaya come together to 
work out their destinies is never revealed. But the same criticism may be 
leveled against certain of the European contract theories. Evidence of the 
pervasive fear of anarchy can be found in Hindu theory as late as the last 
centuries of the medieval period.® 

When asked how fishes live in the sea, a character in Shakespeare’s Pericles 
(Act II, Scene I) answers that they live as men do on land — “the great ones eat up 
the little ones.” Breughel's drawing of the big fish with the many little fish inside is 
well known, and Swift has a poem on the same theme. This image has been employed 
by European political writers, and was particularly popular in the seventeenth century. 
The simile was used by Boccalini in \\\s Rag guagli di Parnasso (1612-13) and by 
Spinoza in the Tractatus Theologico-politicus, chap. 16. 

« The Laukika-NyOya-Samgraha of Raghunatha, a compendium of legal maxims 
compiled in the fifteenth century, speaks of a “logic of the monsters.” This adds to 
the struggle for survival in the condition of anarchy the concept of two opposing 
powers, equal in strength, neutralizing the efficacy of one another. 
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The scriptures are not in agreement on the beginnings of sacred law. 
One school makes dharma responsible for the state of supreme happiness 
that characterized earliest existence. Dharma thus precedes kingship. On 
the other hand, another theory postulates a pre-dharmic state of strife and 
misery. Though these two traditions differ — the former seeing Virajas 
as the first king, the latter tracing kingship to Manu — they agree that gov- 
ernment is necessary.' The latter argument, which had the greater influ- 
ence, tends toward a human and secular view of kingship. The other seeks 
to elevate the king to divine stature. Rut the Hindu king never enjoyed 
the immunities that accompanied the European concept of the divine right 
of kings. 

Because appointment by the i)eople and appointment by the gods would 
seem to be much the same thing in Hindu political thought, social contract 
and divine origin meet in a shadowy union. It cannot be argued that the 
king acquired sacred authority from popular election or that popular senti- 
ment was an expression of divine will. The problem is one of the most 
complex that confronts us. 

We know that early societies tended to attribute supernatural qualities 
(o anything unusual or awesome in character. As a depositary of the spe- 
cial power that derives from the community, the king represented the im- 
personal grocp “spirit** and was to this extent extraordinary and the 
possessor of mana. It is this power that is sacred. Rational investigation 
into the nature of many political institutions and concepts was restricted 
by belief in their divine origins, but this does not mean that the political 
system was not often ju.stified in rational terms. The gods were not neces- 
sarily as fearsome or exalted as tiie God of Western religions.^ 

We have noted that one of the traditions of the origin of the monarchi- 
cal institution considers the king to be a product of the divine personality 
of Vishnu. The sixth in the.succession of kings, a tyrant, was killed by the 
brahmans, and from his right arm emerged Prithu, who embodied the 
kingly virtues. Yet Prithu, of divine descent, must take an oath to uphold 
the customs and institutions of the people. Rather than “divine right,” 
we must speak of “divine obligation” — ^the duty of the king to preserve 
the social order. Many passages that appear to glorify the king are in fact 
reminders of the duties implied in his office. The Vedas only touch on the 
subject of divinity, and in contexts that are not greatly revealing. Although 
the Vedic king did not claim divine origin, Trasadasyu, the Puru king, is 
referred to as a “demi-god” and as being like Indra.^® But this is still a 
long way from a real ascription of divinity. 

/We are reminded of the two versions of Saul’s investiture. In the royalist 
argument it was held that God anointed the king directly ; in the other tradition it 
was held that authority was granted by the priest Samuel, and that therefore the 
spiritual power is the higher. 

9 “It is difficult to say how seriously the Indians took this matter of royal divinity, 
and the point has been much argtled. My own feeling is that they took it seriously 
enough, but that gods were not so awesome a thing as they may seem to us. . . . The 
Indians claimed their king to be an incarnation of gods, not of God.” (Ingalls [191], 
pp. 41f.) 
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Those schooled in the Western tradition are apt to confuse the theory 
of divine origin with that of divine right. In Hindu political philosophy 
the two are distinct. Never was the Hindu king vested with divine right. 
.Only when he is virtuous and self-restrained, only when he carries out 
his duties*of providing protection for his people and attending to their wel- 
fare, is the king to be compared with the gods. According to the Slianti- 
parva, in a crisis the king is that man who is able to fulfill the kshatriya 
function ; if the ruler is incapable of governing, he should be abandoned 
as one would desert the leaky boat.^* 

The Mahabharata, the smritis, the piiranas, and other texts refer to a 
functional similarity of the king to the gods. The sacrifice, as we have seen, 
infused the king with the vitality of Indra and made him like the gods.’"’ 
In the sacrifice Indra may represent protection, Kuvera punishment, Vayu 
the diffusion of culture, and Vanina the economic function. As a conse- 
quence of the ritual the ruler became godlike, but this w^as not meant to 
imply that he became a god or even that his office necessarily received 
divine sanction. 

The word deva is often translated by Western scholars as “god.” Deva 
is used, however, to connote moral superiority rather than omni] 30 tent 
divinity in tlie Judeo-Christian sense. It meant resplendent or awe-inspir- 
ing and was applied to that which possessed more than ordinary powft . 
When the king is described in the ancient scriptures as devata, his im- 
portance to the community is extolled, and we are not justified in reading 
more into the term. The functions of the king, and not the king himself, 
are usually equated with the gods. The claim to godlike qualities comes 
from kingshi]) — rather than kingship from divinity.^ And if the king was 
often termed the guardian of dharma, this designation must not be taken 
to imply that he occupied a high religious office.* Sarkar has pointed out 
that the, expression “the king is the maker of the age” is the exact opposite 
of the dictum that the king can do no wrong. 

The concept of the king’s quasi-divinity was never intended to justify 
irresponsible rule; it served as a means of promoting deference to au- 
thority. 'riie Naradasmrili is the only political treatise in which an unre- 
stricted absolutism can be found : a ruler must be obeyed irrespective of 
his worth and com])etencc if the social order is to be preserved. And the 
somewhat ambiguous doctrine of the king's divinity in the ManusmritiJ 
in which the king is said to embody (the virtues of) eight deities, is not 
referred to in the Yajilavalkyasmriti, the Tamil works, or other treatises 
and commentaries in which \ve might expect to find it.^ Mcdhatithi, the 
most important of Mann's exj)ositors, is uneasy with the theory and seems 
to wish to de-emphasize it. The counsel of Bhishma is as representative of 

^ Though the institution of kingship was considered divine in origin, this does 
not mean that republics were viewed as contrarjr to the natural order of things. 

* Though no exclusive “official” religion existed, and the brahmans were usually 
accepted as the spiritual authorities, there are occasional instances (the most notable 
being that of Ashoka) when the king took upon himself the role of religious leader. 

i Vide pp. 230f. above ; Manu VII, 4-8 (which appears to ascribe divinity to the 
king) must be contrasted with Manu VII, 27. 

* It does, however, appear in the Ramayana. 
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Hindu theory. The sage observes that the king who fails to protect his 
subjects must be slain “like a mad dog.” This is certainly more a warning 
to the king than it is a doctrine of tyrannicide, but it is sufficient to suggest 
that the king did not rule by divine right as defined by the Stuart kings. 
We never find the idea that the ruler is accountable only to God. 

The brahmanic recovery depended on a strong royal authority, and 
the priesthood found itself having to encourage the development of the 
monarchical power — and even deifying at least the office of the king.* A 
number of foreign invaders, such as the Kushans, were led by rulers who 
styled themselves sons of devas,*** and these provided a precedent for the 
exaltation of the monarch. Old analogies of king and god were embellished 
to imply that there was more than simply a comparison between the royal 
and the divine. The king was declared to be an aspect of Vishnu, to whom 
the god had granted his own luster." This claim of the divinity of kings is 
associated with a period in which power was becoming increasingly de- 
centralized, a time marked by the appearance of divisive forces. In Eng- 
land, by contrast, the idea of divine right accompanied the emergence of 
a strong political authority.^® 

In summary we may say that usually the concept of divinity was used 
metaphorically in ancient India to describe the functions of the royal office. 
C/iily the king who fulfilled his duties could claim divine stature ; the depo- 
sition of unji;^st kings was encouraged, and their fate was described in 
terms that would give pause to the most indurated.® Peter Abelard’s state- 
ment, “it is one thing to resist the tyranny of an evil king, and it is another 
to resist the just power that he has received from God,” represents the 
general theoretical position taken by Hindu writers. In India (as in the 
European Middle Ages) divine right, at least in the period before the 
decline of Mauryan rule, must be located in the institution of kingship and 
not in the king himself. 


THE LIMITS AND NATURE OF AUTHORITY 

The substitution of artificial tics for the familial bonds of the tribal 
community stimulated an awareness of the distinction between authority 
and power. Authority introduces the idea of “right,” the legitimate use 

^ It seems reasonable to assume that the later emphasis on the divine nature of 
the king was often an attempt to disguise the humble origins of the Dpvidian (shudra) 
kings who were sponsored by brahmans to oppose Buddhist kshatriyas. 

^ Though most of the Kushan monarchs were Buddhists, they attempted to deify 
themselves. 

" In South India there was less inclination to confer divinity on the ruler. Nor 
was the king generally regarded as a religious leader. The distinction between the 
spiritual and social well-being of the people never became so confused as it did in 
Vedic and Brahmanical polity. 

o The bluntness of such language was made possible by the relative independence 
of the priests ; but the brahmans were themselves too aware of the dangers of anarchy, 
too sensitive to their own privileged position, to advocate a popular uprising against 
the crown or even to champion the rights of the people against the secular power — 
as the medieval Church would do in goading the estates into stronger opposition to 
the monarch. 
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of power. Men may have the right to exercise power without being in a 
position to exercise it ; or they may have the position without the right. 
But we use authority in a variety of ways. The brahman, because of his 
superior understanding of the Vedas, was an “authority” — much as a man 
who is respected for his knowledge in tactical matters and his successes 
in plotting military maneuvers may be accepted as an authority. 

The capacity to inspire respect is undoubtedly a factor in the transfor- 
mation of charisma into authority. Max Weber used the term charisma 
to describe certain distinctive personal attributes (virtue, courage, and 
the like) that are out of the ordinary and inspire deference. He considered 
charisma the ultimate source of authority — before it becomes located in 
status or rules. But Weber tells us little about the conditions and circum- 
stances that encourage peojde to respond to the saint, the prophet, or the 
hero. It is not enough that the leader possess these attributes — even though 
they are combined with personal dynamism and a burning conviction of 
the rightness of his cause. We must know something of the age and the 
effect of institutional change on the personalities of those who are affected 
by the appeal of the charismatic figure. 

In India the avatar, such as Rama or Krishna, appears when dharma 
has become weak. His mission is to restore the law, just as Christ had 
seen as his mission the rescuing of the spirit of the law from those wfio 
would stifle it in a rigid legalism. This suggests that charisma is not as 
distinct from tradition as Weber might seem to imply (though Weber 
does say that the prophet appeals to an older norm, the purity of which 
has been lost).** Cliangcs in institutional forms that create inconsistencies 
in the normative structure would appear to be closely related to the emer- 
gence of charismatic leadership. 

Weber’s categories tend to blur the distinction between authority and 
legitimacy. This perhaps explains the difliculty that arises when charis- 
matic power is described as a type of authority rather than as leadership. 
Legitimacy is the rightful ground of authority : the cultural foundation of 
authority. A person may have authority because of his success, because 
he has been named to an office by proj)er procedures of appointment, be- 
cause he is able to command respect or devotion, or for any of a variety of 
reasons. Legitimacy is the final appeal of that authority. It is the ulti- 
mate limit of the reasoning process. Authority, in contrast, i)osscsses a 
rational clement ; it is, according to Professor Friedrich, a quality of com- 
munication. Authoritative communication possesses “the potentiality of 
reasoned elaboration.”’^ Reason is the process of appraising a command 
in terms of the values on which it professes to be based. Legitimacy refers 
to these values — ^values which are beyond the capacity for reasoned elabo- 
ration. 

P “It is very misleading to oppose cliarisma to tradition. The point about it is 
not that it stands apart from established ways of doing things but that it stands to 
them in a very special relation.” (Peter Winch, “Authority,” The Aristotelian So- 
ciety, Supplementary Volume XXXII, London, 1958, p. 238.) P^idc Radhakrishnan 
[32/ j, p. 152n. (on the “ancient yoga”). 
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This line of argument stresses what is to be decided rather than who 
is to decide. But l)rahman theory often attempts to locate authority in 
status and to make a communication authoritative because it is commanded. 
In ancient India the search for a principle of authority necessitated the 
subduing of the capricious and amoral Vedic gods who were incapable 
of providing a basis of legitimation for more than the small aristocratic 
segment of society. In place of the all-too-human deities, scripture was 
emphasized as authoritative. Sacred tradition as revealed in the Vedic 
hymns became the foundation of authority. And when interpretation of 
the scriptures was made the exclusive prerogative of the priests, legitima- 
tion of the king’s authority came to be associated with the brahmans. This 
development represents the triumph of knowing over acting. But knowl- 
edge in this instance was knowledge of tradition and not a rational or even 
intuitional knowledge. Ultimately the very fact of being born a brahman 
entitled a man to the privileges and respect associated with the order, for he 
was believed to have charismatic qualities that enabled him to serve as an 
intermediary between the sacred and mundane spheres of the universe. 

Authority, of course, may be based on no more than the acceptance of 
rule-patterned behavior — activity expressed in social roles. We might 
distinguish between relatively formal rules and institutionalized authori- 
tifcs on the one hand, and, on the other, the learned responses and antici- 
pations that afe implicit in most actions and that guide conduct. In the 
latter instance there may be no “authorities” other than custom and popu- 
lar usage.^ Brahmanism, by means of the caste organization of society, 
extended its control into this area of experience so completely that criti- 
cism of the system was all but inconceivable. Authority in this respect 
is based less on the public claim on the individual than in the future claim 
that man, desiring salvation, has upon himself. 

Though dharma encompasses justice as well as law, we must not as- 
sume that in the Bralimanical literature law necessarily implies justice 
or is meant to ensure more than order. The Buddhist writers arc fairly 
consistent in maintaining that the state has authority only if that authority 
is righteous, but the law books (for example) take as their point of depar- 
ture a conception of human nature that requires the artifice of legal sanc- 
tions if society is to have any stability at all. Kautalya holds that danda 
must be applied with justice if authority is to have the respect of the peo- 
ple — which amounts to saying that justice is what transforms power into 
“authority.”'’ The unjust exercise of power can produce the same chaos 
and contention that the authors of the smritis and the didactic portions of 
the Mahabharata associated with the lack of government. Dharmashastra 
literature stresses the importance of virtue in those wielding danda,* rather 

I have devoted a chapter to Buddhism because Buddhism represented a radical 
attempt to reduce this rule-governed, role-organized area of life to a psychological 
minimum. As such, it may be seen as a remarkable attempt to free man from inter- 
nalized authorities incompatible with his effective and harmonious functioning. 

^ In this sense the idealist position of the Buddhist theorists is justified. 

• Bhishma, in the Shantiparva, would evidently see this as a contradiction in 
terms. 
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than insisting that danda always be the instrument of justice. According 
to Manu and Yajnavalkya, wisdom, perception, honesty, and the willing- 
ness to submit to canonical authority qualify a king to use his coercive 
• power.* It is essential that danda be employed properly and appropri- 
ately — ^i.e*, to buttress the caste hierarchy. It is not uncommon to find an 
author raising the king to the most exalted rank and testifying to his 
ceremonial purity, and then including him among those associated with 
butcheries and brothels. The explanation is that the king who fulfills the 
duties implicit in his office is worthy of worship. lie who oppresses the 
people and avoids his duty is contemptible.^® 

As in the philosophy of Plato, we find several myths whose purpose 
is to legitimate coercive social authority. For the masses, the doctrines of 
karma and samsara provided the myth that justified social institutions and 
threw responsibility back on man himjelf. This ideology is augmented by 
a paternalistic conception of the king as well as by theories of the king's 
quasi-divinity. For the more sophisticated members of society (tliose who 
remain unconvinced by the Myth of Er), the basic myth was supplemented 
by a more rational theory, which made the right of governing conditional 
on the fulfillment of definite functions. 

The word praja is translated as both subjects and children, suggesting 
a type of paternalism that often distinguished post-Vedic theory. In tTie 
second Kalinga edict, Ashoka remarks that his interest ir^ his people is 
that of a father in his children.^® But the designation of the ancient Hindu 
state as paternalistic has been criticized inasmuch as karma — the very 
breath of Hindu religion — postulates individual responsibility. A char- 
acteristic of paternalism is the belief that the people are unable to manage 
their own affairs. Yet the theorists of kingship and law did conceive of 
the king’s authority as that of a father — probably less to emphasize the 
despotic aspect of the father’s role than to symbolize his duty to sacrifice 
for the well-being of those dependent on his protection. In theory the 
monarch could know happiness only as his subjects prospered and realized 
themselves in the dharmic order. And he is continually reminded that his 
character must provide an example for his people. 

The king’s chief duty was, of course, to protect his subjects. But this 
involved more than law enforcement. By the fourth century b.c. there 
had been a notable increase in the welfare functions of the state in India. 
The king was obligated to promote education, religion, and the arts, chari- 
table services, and agricultural and commercial development. If the sacred 
tradition was upheld, the country would prosper ; this idea had the effect 
of making the king accountable for the general prosperity of the people 
as well as for their security. Use of the royal prerogative to advance the 
ruler’s own ends was considered to be theft of the people’s wealth — and 
was as grave an offense as failure to provide security. In truth, the king’s 
obligations (in the brahmanic texts) appeared to outweigh any benefits 
accruing from his position. In meeting the responsibilities of his office, 

* It follows that he is disqualified if he lacks virtue and knowledge and if he 
refuses to heed the advice of his ministers and the brahmans. 
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he must guard against provoking the people unnecessarily, and he must 
always take public opinion into account. He must stand above contending 
groups; his duty was to reconcile the diverse interests that struggled for 
advantage within the community. A factional system of politics was, for 
the most part, effectively avoided. 

The Hindu state was, then, a civil rather than a military polity. Social 
institutions were valid insofar as they contributed to the well-being of the 
people in this world and in the next. It was the king’s duty to rule in ac- 
cordance with the paramount authority of sacred law and tradition, and 
the ruler was obligated to respect and encourage the various customs and 
rules of family, caste, and association, if they were consistent with the 
dharmic code and the preservation of order. The stated goal of the Artha- 
shastra is the protection and welfare of the citizens. Their happiness must 
come before that of the king — indeed their prosperity and good will shall 
bring happiness to the king. 

Rangaswami Aiyangar suggests that a number of similarities exist be- 
tween arthashastra and nitishastra thought and the cameralist system that 
developed in Germany at the beginning of the modern era.*-*® Roth vest 
final temporal authority in the king, who, while accountable to the higher 
power that governs the world, is enjoined to view the promotion of the 
pdblic welfare as the justification for the royal office. The interests of the 
king arc the s^me as those of his subjects. In both the theories of cameral- 
ism and the Hindu state the life of the king is regulated with an attention 
to detail and moral discipline seldom equaled in political literature. Both 
demand the subordination of the self-interest of individual members of the 
community, from the king to the humblest citizen. And in neither is the 
king constrained by constitutional checks on his power. 

Restraints on the king were not formal ; they were the restrictions im- 
posed by the obligation to uphold custom and sacred law and to fulfill the 
requirements of rajadharma. The implication of much of Indian theory 
is that when a king, as a result of incompetence or arbitrariness, failed to 
fulfill the duty of his office, he ceased to be a king. Yet the significance of 
the political function is always acknowledged and the need for di.scretionary 
powers is admitted. The ruler may be forced to depart from the law in 
order to preserve it. For this reason, rajadharma is often broadly defined. 
And the brahman theorist is accordingly inclined to sec it as inherently 
sinful. But no ancient Indian writer seems to have regarded the state as 
an evil to be endured for want of an effective alternative. 

The occasional justification of popular opposition must not be inter- 
preted as a concern for the protection of civil rights. Nor must references 
to the welfare of the people be understood as in any way a concern for 
more than each man’s right to pursue his own salvation. The Hindu view 
of life prevented setting man against society. The problem of individual 
rights as opposed to the right of the state does not arise in ancient Indian 
theory — except, possibly, with reference to brahman immunities. The 
question is rather one of mutual obligations. We must be wary of con- 
clusions that the Western frame of reference could force upon us. Evidence 
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suggests that the people were opposed not to authoritarian rule as such, 
but only to the misuse of royal power. The king was responsible to dharma 
— variously defined to include the system of social duties, good custom, 
the sacred (Vedic) tradition, the example of the virtuous * It was the law, 
not his sjubjects, that punished the errant king. 

When law and religion become as closely intertwined as they were 
in ancient India, the only practicable check on absolutism is the separation 
of imperium and sacerdotiinn. This was accomplished with no small ef- 
fectiveness in the lodging of executive and “judicial**® authority in the 
kshatriya and brahman castes, respectively. In earlier theory, the purohita, 
as representative of the brahmans and the sacred law, was the crucial 
factor in the king’s success. The brahman who administered the sacrifice 
was more than V eminence grise ; he was Mitra to the king’s Vanina, Agni 
to his Indra. The king was subject to the superior authority of sacer- 
dotiiim ; the legitimacy principle of dharma. In theory, the Stuart kings 
were likewise subject to the spiritual authority of God, but they, unlike 
the Aryan and Hindu kings, were able to determine the nature of divine 
will. 

If we seek a comparison with European experience, we must turn 
again to medieval theory (especially earlier medieval thought) with its 
separation of the ecclesiastical and the temporal power. Secular rulers it 
was held, require the services of the priest if they are to gain life immortal, 
and the priests, in this world, are dependent on the state. Tfte two powers, 
though closely related, were conceived as independent, and the obligation 
of the priests and bishops was considered the greater inasmuch as they 
must account to God for the actions of the ruler.®^ This argument led 
eventually to an assertion of the supremacy of the spiritual authority. In 
the Mauryan period the Buddhist king Ashoka succeeded in transcending 
the tradilioiial dichotomy of authority. But by the end of the dynasty, with 
the waning of imperial ])Ower, the brahmans were able to renew their 
claims. However, it is doubtful whether the older balance was ever re- 
established. 

The texts at our disposal undoubtedly exaggerate the role of this 
countervailing spiritual authority of the keepers of the sacred law, but the 
power of the brahman is never to be discounted. References to the king 
often actually pertain to the king in council — and the brahman usually had 
access to the most important positions in the royal council. The king was 

«Thc Germanic contribution i to Western legal theory was the conception of law 
as the immemorial custom of the tribe. Isidore of Seville and Glanvill were later to 
bring together lex and consuetudo. It is this interpretotion, rather than the absolutist 
theory of imperial Rome, that comes closest to the idea of dharma. Though Rome 
was his tutor and he granted the broadest powers to his prince, Machiavelli well knew 
that rulers must “learn that from the hour they first violate those laws, customs, and 
usages under which men have lived for a great while, they begin to weaken the founda- 
tions of their authority.’* {Discourses^ Book HI, chap. 5.) Kautalya, who is notable 
for having broadened the base of monarchical power, shares this respect for custom 
and the traditional modes of social control. 

« The term is used advisedly and in the sense of St. Augustine’s maxim : The 
duty of judges is not to judge the law, but to judge according to the law. 
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advised to surround himself with men who were wise and of unimpeach- 
able character. 1 1 is ministers must be consulted on matters of policy, and 
they were expected to have approved the decisions of the king before 
policies were executed. Never do the political commentaries lose sight of 
the need to unite power with wisdom as well as law and moral sanction. 

The ministers sometimes exercised considerable power. We are told 
of occasions when the royal council decided questions of succession, and 
(usually in the regimes of weak kings) the council was known to have 
imposed checks on the power of the king. It is recorded that many kings 
paid higli tribute to their advisers. The texts indicate that there were 
instances when the king had no right to veto the recommendations of the 
council, but we may question whether this limitation on the ruler’s sov- 
ereignly was of great practical significance. The normal situation seems 
to have been one in which the judgment of the minister was higlily re- 
spected and he, in turn, was unwavering in his loyalty to the king.“^ Rarely 
in the commentaries is the minister a mere figurehead, and the king is 
often warned of the dangers that ensue from failure to consult with his 
councilors or to heed their advice. But final responsibility for state action 
remained with the king. It was he who was answerable for the proper 
and efficient operation of the departments and agencies that administered 
111.? realm. 

The crown prince was required to go through an extensive period of 
education ancf apprenticeship before he was judged competent to fulfill 
such posts as governor or general. Since restraints on royal authority 
were moral rather than constitutional and political, this pre])aration in- 
cluded rigorous character training and discipline. Such a check on des- 
potism was considered the more effective in that it came from within the 
man. 'Phe conception of power as a sacred trust is certainly one of the 
most difficult lessons a man can master. The education of the prince aimed 
at nothing less than the production of a philosopher king. Moral duty was 
buttressed by a dread of the consequences of forsaking rajadharma. Even 
the secular Kautalya sounds this warning. Because the king is “the maker 
of his age,” it would logically follow that the sinfulness that makes danda 
necessary is, in the final analysis, the sin of the king. This idea is explicit 
in the Shukranitisara. 

This relatively late work and other Hindu treatises assert that the wise 
king will subordinate his own wish to the considered opinion of his sub- 
jects as well as that of his official advisers. More powerful than the king 
was the general will : the rope that pulls the lion is composed of many small 
threads. A number of times in the Mahabharata the king is made to justify 
his opinion or change his plans because of popular criticism.® The sacred 
texts provide several instances of actual popular election of kings. Rudra- 
damana, Sisunaga, and Gopala all acceded to the throne by election, 

^ It should be emphasized that loyalty of officials was to the king rather than 
to the state. The “state*' as we know it did not exist. 

^ If the epics can be taken as an authority, referenda to gauge the current of 
public opinion were employed on several occasions. 
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and Harshavardhana was appointed by the ministers. There is also record 
of commoners having become kings. Gopala, the founder of the Bengali 
empire, was of humble origin. 

Often in historical interpretation the acceptance of Vedic kings by their 
subjects is confused with active election. In later Vedic times the role of 
the people in the investiture ceremony became little more than a formality. 
But when the king’s position was less secure, a high regard was shown 
for the wishes of the people. Even when a dynasty became firmly en- 
trenched, the rituals recalled the ‘'elective” origin of kingship. As in 
medieval England, the coronation oath was the lex regia and, as in Eng- 
land, it included promises to the people.®^ It served as an effective re- 
minder of royal obligation. Bana tells us that the last of the Mauryas, 
Brihadratha, was deposed because of his failure to keep the oath. With 
one exception, no important Sanskrit theorist advocates unquestioning 
acquiescence on the part of the subjects. As early as the Vedic period, 
passive resistance (usually in the form of fasting) appears to have pro- 
vided an occasional check on tyrannous power. 

It is probable that the king was the proprietor of only the crown lands, 
but few scliolars today would insist without qualification that individual 
private property in land was widely recognized.®® Mann, as we have seen, 
was of two minds on the subject. All land and water belongs to the kin^ — 
yet the land is for him who tills it.*' We are perhaps involved in no more 
than a question of the king’s right to tax or his right to contra)! the disposal 
of land. It is unlikely that he possessed absolute title to the land. Because 
it was implicitly held that taxes were payment for protection,®* theft was 
felt to justify an insurance payment equal to the value of the loss. The 
king’s continued failure to provide adequate protection entitled a citizen 
to seek a new king. It is difficult to determine whether Kautalya’s dictum 
that the king must forfeit thirty times the amount of the fine levied on a 
mistakenly or falsely convicted person®® can be properly considered a con- 
stitutional check to protect the people, or an atonement to protect the king 
from divine retribution.® The practical eflect was certainly to the people's 
advantage. 

Under the ancient imperial system the home province was usually 
governed by the king and outlying districts were administered by viceroys. 
Restraints imposed on the people and interference in their activities tended 
to vary with the distance from the capital. The possibility of restless 
feudatories was undoubtedly a significant check on absolutism. Although 
the ancient Hindu monarchy can be called an autocracy, the fact remains 
that it was limited from below by a variety of forms of local self-govern- 
ment. (Village institutions wdll be considered presently.) 

Although the king’s authority was rooted in custom and canon, crises 
could justify a departure from custom and sacred tradition. Moreover, 

y Vide p. 241 above. Manu also makes a case for the brahman’s universal owner- 
ship, and restricts the king’s property rights to protect his subjects. 

^ Manu states (VIII, 336) that the king must be fined a thousand coins for a deed 
that the ordinary man would be made to forfeit one coin as a penalty for committing. 
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different age-cycles have different standards of morality, and some au- 
thorities hold that the traditional injunctions and sacred teachings may 
be disregarded if they are in open contradiction to enlightened opinion. 
In the Shantiparva we find the argument that the kshatriya dharma re- 
moves the warrior and the ruler from the conventional moral restraints. 
This theory — that sin is the necessary consequence and violence the in- 
evitable means of fulfilling the kshatriya duty — is a development of the 
“dharma of distress” into a kind of “original sin,” which forever taints 
the aristocracy. It can be transcended only by performing the sacrifice 
and granting gifts to the brahman. 

Aiitliority always allows a certain initiative in the exercise of power. 
But this discretion is not to be used arbitrarily, and broad rules exist to 
govern the use of power beyond areas of the king’s customary authority.®® 
By the fifth and fourth centuries b.c. the ancient tribal institutions had 
lost their ability to regulate society effectively. New modes of production, 
new types of social relationships, new salvation theologies were changing 
the old ways. Kautalya was the theorist who most clearly saw the need 
for expanded state activity to fill the ever-widening gaps left by the de- 
clining authority of tradition. The king needed greater freedom of move- 
ment if he was to provide security and the conditions of prosperity. 
The state was forced to take measures that frequently ran counter to the 
accepted moral standards of the community. But Kautalya well knew that 
such policies .were all that could save society from collapse. He was led 
inevitably to a theory approximating the reason of state arguments of 
sixteenth-century Europe. But he sought to emphasize the fact that such 
actions were not irresponsible. Indeed it is the duty of the ruler to his 
subjects that compels him to take drastic steps to ensure their welfare. 
Survival and progress arc recognized as bestowing authority. He who 
protects the people is the true kshatriya, we are told in the Mahabharata, 
Function, merit, and initiative had actually long been components of the 
traditional justification of power. They receive new emphasis in the 
Kautalyan model of the bureaucratic state and the theory of authority on 
which it was built. The author of the Arthashastra departs most radically 
from orthodoxy in his intimation that religion exists as a social ideology. 
And he threatens the base of authority when he attempts to utilize re- 
ligious symbols fraudulently to accomplish the purposes of the state, for 
this is to transform authority into power. 

Kautalya attempted to raise the royal decree to the status of true law 
and even to make the king’s edict the supreme authority whenever it came 
into conflict with other types of law. Before Kautalya, two schools of 
arthasihastra had already gone so far as to refuse a place in the catalogue 
of “sciences” to the Vedas. These arthashastra innovations influenced 
the smriti literature and appear there in a somewhat modified form — 

^ This discretionary extension of authority will meet with less opposition insofar 
as the individual possesses the personal qualities that Weber associated with charisma. 
Initiative may in fact create new roles or expand the old roles associated with the 
office without the transformation of authoritative action into arbitrary action. Dis- 
cretion lies between role-determined ''authority” and role-determining “leadership.” 
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though the Naradasmriti goes even further than the Kautaliya in making 
the king’s edict authoritative.®® Those theorists who acknowledge the 
place of statute law usually hold that the purpose of such ordinances must 
• be the maintenance of dharmic law. Kautalya, in fact, limited the king's 
power to -regulatory decrees.®' And never in the ancient writings is the 
royal edict considered the only source of law. 

Dliarmashastra theorists, in justifying state action, usually worked 
with the more limited conception of government as a restraining force. 
About half of the Mamismriti is devoted to secular law, which was ad- 
ministered directly by the king and allowed him a considerable prerogative 
in rendering decisions in criminal and civil cases on the basis of sacred 
law, local tradition, and the example of the virtuous. But the need for 
royal enactment had become apparent to even the most orthodox writers. 
Though the typical dharniashastra treatise insists on congruity of the edict 
with sacred tradition, we can assume that despite such restrictions there 
remained a wide latitude for the king. He had to relate the traditional 
bases of judgment to the actual problems before him, choose among these 
authorities, and judge for himself where the recognized authorities were 
inadequate to tlie situation or dilemma with which he was confronted. 

In Indian society, government was only one of a number of regulating 
and welfare agencies, and the tendency by the beginning of the Christian 
era was to leave social controls to caste institutions, local councils, and 
such, rather than to formal administrative mechanisms. In a caste society 
the individual is removed from the immediate impact of political au- 
thority,*’*' The activities of tlie state were again more commonly confined 
to those occasional ventures, of which war was the most important, that 
demanded coordination of social resources for the attainment of a specific 
goal. 

Arbitrary rule need not be the consequence of absolutism. The sub- 
servience of the king to sacred law and customary practice, the emphasis 
on the responsibilities implied in power, the strategic position of the brah- 
man group in a traditional society, and the practical problems of adminis- 
tration belie the popular assumption of the West that despotism charac- 
terized the political history of ancient India. 

A sociological note on authority and legitimacy. When action is ap- 
praised with reference to the common values of society, we speak of legiti- 
mation.®" Ancient India is often held to represent a traditional type of 
authority pattern, which Max Weber defines as authority not restricted 
to a clearly delineated political context.®® In societies characterized by 

ft* “The daily lives of the people were governed by custom, Vcdic laws, and the 
concept of one’s own dharma. Participation by the individual in the politically organ- 
ized pattern of relationships was small— only a small segment of his personality was 
affected by things wliich we could call political. Hence, even if the political authority 
would have had glaringly vicious features, these would not be apparent and therefore, 
while an absolutely rigid authoritarian rule would have been intolerable in small 
family groups ... it could be tolerated in the context of the political universe which 
was remote and impersonal.” (Varma [417], XXXVI II, part I, chap. I.) 
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traditional authority there is generally no clear differentiation of the po- 
litical from the nonpolitical spheres of life, fimile Durkheim has noted 
two basic types of social solidarity : that which is the result of common 
beliefs and attitudes, and that which results from the complementary func- 
tional usefulness of the members of the community. Neither of Dvirkheim’s 
categories is suflicient in itself to describe Hindu society because caste 
organization and the religious system that provided its legitimation have 
combined the two in a social organization that has had few parallels in 
human experience. 

In India, the kshatriya order was distinguished from other functional 
groups. As those to whom political responsibility, with the power and 
authority it carried, was specifically assigned, the nobles were considered 
the instrument of dharma, a principle intimately associated with the gen- 
eral status hierarchy. r3harnia was revealed in the sacred texts, in tradi- 
tion, and in the exemplary life of the sage, and the priests were therefore 
in a position to legitimate the political authority. Woe to the king who 
misused the coercive power and disturbed the operation of the dharmic 
order. 

We may say, more correctly, that the king had a regulatory power and 
that authority was closer to Weber’s traditional type, with its hereditary 
chUrisma and sanctity of everyday routine, than to the type associated with 
functional differentiation. Institutionalized rights in the caste hierarchy 
were less important to the integration of the system than institutionalized 
obligations. Because the management of these obligations was almost 
always left to the castes themselves, and because dharma, in theory, allowed 
no possibility of legislative enactment, political regulation was defined in 
context. But political authority, as distinct from political regulation, was 
of a traditional nature; it was based on values that legitimated a status 
structure rather than on a system of rules and procedures that arc the 
foundation of legal-rational .authority. 



15 ^ POLICY AND 

THE DIFFUSION OF POWER 


THE PILLARS OF THE STATE 

The ancient texts leave little doubt that power has its basis in the 
capacity of the state to mobilize men and resources in the service of its 
goals. In the final analysis, the strength of the state rested on tlie revenue 
and on the army. Wc turn now to the principles that guided taxation 
policy, military strategy, and diplomatic relations. 

Financing the state. The doctrine of economic determinism was one 
of the earliest lessons of the ]jrince. Several thousand years before Maijc, 
Kautalya insisted that “in economics lies politics.” “h'conomic considera- 
tions are the shelter of society,” echoes Kamandaka. Befofe the rise of 
the Gangetic states the king had relied primarily on his own private re- 
sources to maintain liis household and support what few political functions 
he exercised. But the territorial state could not develop the extensive 
bureaucratic and military ajoparatus it needed to consolidate its power 
until it had some effective system for procuring revenue. The same forces 
that contributed to the colla])se of the tribal organization w'ere to make 
])Ossil)le the new political structure. With the developing market economy, 
a new source of income became available to the state and made possible a 
system of money payment." By Mauryan times, the hali, which had origi- 
nally been a voluntary offering from clansmen, had become a definite tax. 

The state maintained the palace, the army, the police and the law 
courts, public works and irrigation projects, sanitation and medical facili- 
ties, and institutions of learning and worship, and it regulated and sup- 
ported commerce. 

Revenue for these purposes was derived from crown lands and from 
lands that became state propcirty when they were forfeited or when there 
were no heirs, from state monopolies, such as forestry and mining, and 
from state-owned industry, such as distilling, the transportation of goods, 
and the manufacture of cloth, from tolls, fees, and water assessments, 
ceremonial offerings, tributes, fines and gifts. The more enterprising re- 

® Yet Kautalya’s attitude toward the merchant was not particularly sympathetic. 
Ho may have understood that the prosperity of the state was dependent in no small 
part on commerce, but he was suspicious of the growing power of the guilds, which 
could be seen as a potential threat to the state. 
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gimes made even the waste lands yield revenue by offering such induce- 
ments as tax exemptions for a period of years to those who would cultivate 
these lands.' But the most important source of revenue and the major 
tax collected by the revenue officers was the land tax, which was usually 
collected in kind, though sometimes in cash. The standard tax was one- 
sixth of the produce. A man too poor to pay taxes to the state could donate 
his labor for a day or two each month. Hiuen Tsiang, who visited the em- 
pire of Harsha (A.D. 629-645), notes that labor for the construction of 
public works was not conscripted, but hired. Taxation may have been 
used for more than meeting expenses : it is conceivable that it was occa- 
sionally employed to modify patterns of consumption. 

One tenet of Hindu taxation was the importance of preserving incen- 
tive. Extraction must be as subtle and as painless as possible : “Milch 
the cow, but don’t bore the udder.”* And revenue policy usually exempted 
the means of production** from taxation ; there were land and excise taxes, 
customs, and assessments on property instead. New industry should be 
fostered by whatever means were available to the state. Taxation should 
be used to encourage rare or beneficial imports, and to discourage the 
detrimental. (There is little evidence of protective tariffs as such, how- 
ever.) The convenience of the taxpayer and his ability to pay, as well as 
the source of his wealth, were taken into consideration. There seems to 
have been an effort to make tax policy consistent from year to year, and 
policy was relnarkably indulgent. 

References to fiscal oppression exist, but the people were often able 
to prevail against excessive taxes, and they may in some instances have 
stated the rates they would agree to pay. I'he king’s commitment to his 
subjects and the contractual form it took were at least a theoretical guaran- 
tee against exploitation. The Buddhist Jatakas, as well as a number of 
important Brahmanical works, counsel the king against fines and taxes 
that are too harsh. But there is often the accompanying warning against 
overlenicncy, which also may be fatal. The revenue that the king collected 
was, in a sense, his “wage” — ^but at the same lime it was his royal preroga- 
tive, justified in terms of dharma. 

In times of emergency the government is advised to couch its appctal 
for loans in such gentle word's as these : 

There is a grave danger facing us in all nakedness. The enemy wants 
to ruin us, but will in turn be ruined by your help. For your protection 
I require funds which are returnable after we have got over the danger. 
If, on the other hand, the enemy gets possession of this land he will 
deprive you of your property, and even of your wives and sons. To 
avert this you must co-operate by lending me a helping hand. But in 
this let there be no violation of the accepted canons of taxation. By 
your help again I shall be protected. What is the use of treasure, if it 
were not used in times of great crisis ?* 

This approach is far more admirable than that suggested by Kautalya 


^ Narrowly defined— land was certainly not included. 
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(V, 2), who recommends that secret agents of the king shame small con- 
tributors with their own lavish gifts, that pretexts be invented for seizing 
the property of heretics, that the superstitious be fleeced by means of staged 
•spectacles, and that trumped-up charges be brought against critics of the 
state as justification for confiscating their property. But the king must be 
particularly cautious in such measures. It is recommended that the victims 
be limited to enemies of the state and the sinful. 

Taxation of the brahmans was not uniform throughout India, 
and it varied according to whether the brahman pursued a life of poverty 
and religious or intellectual activity, or was engaged in material production 
or enjoyed a profitable official position. Though the vaishya caste 
shouldered the great bulk of taxation, only rarely was the brahman com- 
pletely exempt. Nor were temples — many of which owned extensive tracts 
of land — excused from taxation. References to the vaishyas as the founda- 
tion on which the state was built indicate that their contribution did not 
go unappreciated. 

Land taxes appear to have been related, in many cases, to the imperial 
designs of the state® and to the type and condition of the land,** the rate 
varying usually from one-sixth to one-tenth of the yield.* These taxes 
were almost always collected in kind, although there is evidence that 
toward the end of the period under study some payments were made*in 
cash. In certain cases, failure of the subject to meet his tax^s resulted in 
the state’s eventually appropriating his lands, but this seems not to have 
been a common recourse until a later date. 

Most of the land was evidently privately held, though small, indi- 
vidually owned tracts were not the rule. Little attention is given to the 
concept of property rights, and we find again and again (especially in the 
Mahabharata) the argument that property is dependent on the state for 
its existence. Hut this does not entitle us to say that the king owned the 
land. Sometimes the claims of the ruler were actually disallowed and pos- 
session by those who labored on the land and produced its fruits upheld. 
The Shatapatha Brahmana^ contains the story of a king who was reproved 
by the earth for treating the land as his private property. References to 
the king’s rights to the land are usually taken to mean his right to collect 
revenue from the land. We cannot assume that ownership had the mean- 
ing we attach to it today. And the problem is further complicated by the 
close identification of the king with the state — which makes it easy to over- 
look the distinction between the lands owned personally by the ruler and 
those he controlled by virtue of his office.® Nilakantha denies the right of 
the conquering king to more than the personal possessions of the van- 
quished king and his right to collect taxes.^ 

The revenue department consisted of the superintendents of the crown 
demesne, herds, and forests, and the officials charged with keeping records, 

cFor Kautalya’s rationale, vide Arthashastra V, 2. Taxation in the Mauryan 
regime may have been as high as 25-33 percent of the yield. 

^The richer land of the Gangctic basin was taxed more heavily than the less 
fertile soil of the hinterland. 
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developing lands, and collecting taxes. The bureaucratic complexity of 
such administration as that of the Cholas is reflected in tax policy : land 
was carefully surveyed, and that which was declared taxable was further 
classified according to use and fertility. In this southern kingdom a magis- 
trate and an army official made regular inspections of the villages, auditing 
the accounts of the assemblies and determining the tax rate. Tamil inscrip- 
tions refer to license taxes, taxes on bazaars, excise taxes on necessary 
commodities such as salt, taxes on animals, on finished goods, on land 
(one-sixth of the produce), on water for irrigation, and on weights used 
in business transactions. The Chola subject appears to have been heavily 
taxed. In times of emergency, or when sizable public works projects made 
it necessary, the stale might make additional financial demands on the 
people. Sometimes peasants left their villages to escape the tax burden ; 
sometimes they refused to pay, and their villages were looted. 

Not all public developments were the work of the state. Fa-hsien men- 
tions that the hospitals of Gupta Pataliputra were often endowed by phil- 
anthropic private individuals. Gupta records mention an officer called 
agraharita who supervised the administration of grants to religious agen- 
cies and saw that the condition implicit in these gifts from the state or 
individuals were carried out. The government sought to encourage volun- 
taVy contributions by publicizing donations.® 

Relations^among states. It was in the administration of foreign policy 
and in war that the king was least restrained in his actions. Only in recent 
history has the doctrine of ahimsa, or nonviolence, been interpreted to 
include outlawing war. Although Ashoka renounced war in the name of 
the Buddhist ideal, he did not disband his army. The Shanliparva, the 
Manusmriti, and the Kautaliya insist that foreign relations must be domi- 
nated not by ethical considerations but by self-interest, even if this should 
involve attacking a friendly power.® In the actual conduct of international 
affairs, however, ancient Indian rulers were rarely as cold-blooded as 
Kautalya advised. 

This expedience is sometimes justified by the view that rajadharma is 
as much the product of experience as of sacred tradition. The lesson ex- 
perience teaches is usually dependent on the goal one seeks. One may 
learn, as the wily jackal learned, that ‘one should gain over the best by 
prostrating oneself before him, a brave enemy by setting up another against 
him, a mean person by a small gift, and an equal by one’s own valor.’ . . . 
Then [continues the Paiichatantra] he peacefully ate the elephant’s flesh 
for a long time.”® Here again a moral relativism clouds the attempt to 
relate dharma to political life. More palatable is the familiar dictum, voiced 
by these authors, that distress justifies much that is distasteful at other 
times. Today we have become increasingly aware of the dangers of allow- 
ing political issues to become moral issues. The zealous, moralistic attitude 
that reduces complexities to black and white terms may be far more dis- 

For Kautalya’s discussion of tax policy and procedure, vide pp. 213ff. above. 
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astrous than an international policy based on self-interest. But the ancient 
Indian theorists were not content with such a rationale. 

These writers on politics employed what often appears to approach 
•an organic conception of the state — especially in the dharmashastra litera- 
ture. Each element of sovereignty had its importance. Some were ranked 
higher than others, but the functioning of the state depended on the proper 
. integration of the parts. Although the model is one of equilibration, the 
assumption was that conflict is the natural condition of the world. The 
war of all against all depicted in the Shantiparva may well have been in- 
spired by interstate relationships — which then, as today, were in a condi- 
tion approximating anarchy. A basic proposition of Hindu thought is 
the inherent unfriendliness and the potential enmity of foreign powers, 
and the consequent need for preparedness. Broadly speaking, a people is 
to be feared or disregarded in international politics according to its prox- 
imity to the state. The frontiers must be guarded with vigilance at all 
times. Needless to say, military expenditure consumed a major portion 
of the state’s revenue. We know of the existence of standing armies as 
early as Mauryan times. From the most ancient arthashastra literature 
to the end of the age of Hindu supremacy when Krishnadeva Raya, a late 
emperor of the Vijayanagar Empire,^ warned of the need for security in 
all things, kings are advised to be wary of those near them, to be suspicious 
of all motives, and to purge the land of those suspected of being enemies 
of the state. • 

The primary concern of foreign policy when expansion was not feasible 
was usually the maintenance of a balance of power. The theory of inter- 
national politics is based on an analysis of the possible participants in 
hostilities. These were the vijigisu, the ambitious, aggrandizing state ; the 
ari, or enemy (an immediate neighbor of the vijigisu) ; the madhyama and 
udasina, which may be of potential assistance to cither of the principal 
belligerents — the former being located closer to the adversaries and having, 
therefore, a more directly mediatory role. A complex Geopolilik further 
elaborates the allies of the central contestants and their secondary allies 
(i.e., the ally’s ally) : ally of the rearward ally, ally of the enemy’s ally, 
and so forth. Thus diplomacy is constructed on the interrelationships 
within a group of twelve states, all neatly catalogued as to the ways they 
can affect the fortunes of the home state. This “sphere of influence” is 
termed mandala}^ The mandala theory is based on the assumption that 
the king, by nature, aspires to conquest, and that the adjacent king is his 
enemy. The king’s natural ally is the kingdom on the other side of this 
enemy — ^for the two are not in immediate competition and the other neigh- 
bor of the enemy would also stand to benefit from the weakening of the 
latter. Surround and conquer. 

Though maintaining the balance of power was often the immediate 
goal of foreigfn policy, the long-range objective of universal sovereign 


/ Which lasted from a.d. 1336 to 1565. 
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jurisdiction^ dominated Hindu writing before the smriti literature began 
to support a more moderate aim.^^ Peaceful coexistence is hard for the 
arthashastra theorists to imagine ; this is as true of the later Shukranitisara 
as it is of the Mahabharata. One explanation for this concern with the 
idea of universal sovereignty is the lack of natural barriers in northern 
India — ^barriers capable of providing political boundaries and obstructing 
invasion. States elbowed their neighbors and conflict was practically in- 
evitable. Northern India was comparable in this respect to the Italy of 
MachiavelH's time or to eastern Europe in the twentieth century. 

The king must exhaust the possibilities of diplomacy, espionage, in- 
trigue, any procedure short of war, before entering into military campaigns 
against the enemy. Sometimes kshatriya honor requires that the king 
and warrior nobles go to war, even though there is not the faintest chance 
of victory.’* To be killed in battle was to fulfill the kshatradharma. Kau- 
talya and certain other theorists obviously consider this attitude more sen- 
timental than sagacious and discuss warfare in terms of profit rather than 
honor. Only if the opportunities for success are clearly apparent should 
the king involve himself in war. One school of arthashastra quoted by 
Kautalya tells the king to submit to a more powerful enemy ‘‘like a reed 
in water.”^* The enemy may be approached in six ways.^ The four major 
techniques are conciliation, attack,* bribery, and sabotage (including the 
encouragement of dissension). In addition, there are “indifference*' and 
deception.^* ’The type of policy used depended on the strength of the 
aggressor in relation to that of the other state. 

When all else failed and no choice but battle remained, war was often 
a struggle to the unconditional and desperate end. The texts recommend 
that hostilities be preceded by a formal declaration of war. With few ex- 
ceptions the conduct of war was regulated by a code of honor, and treat- 
ment of the defeated was not necessarily harsh. Despite the philosophy 
of expedience that pervades the writing on the subject, moral standards 
that went far beyond those 6f the modern world usually characterized war- 
fare in post-Vedic India.^* Conquest of a state did not necessarily imply 
annexation. In India's early history such annexation was rare. And even 
in later periods it appears that as often as not, the victor was satisfied with 
acquiescence and tribute. Of the objectives of policy (usually described 
as the acquisition of an ally, of money, and of land), the acquisition of 
land is commonly considered the least important.^ Autonomy was not 
greatly disturbed ; the defeated king would be soon restored to power, or 

^This military objective was limited to India; Samudra Gupta, who conquered 
the Mleccha (non-Indian) countries of Kashmir and Afghanistan, would not extend 
his authority beyond Bharatavarsha (India). The only world conquest was cultural: 
the expansion ot the Buddhist faith. Though the great poetry of Kalidasa yields little 
that is of interest to us here, it is noteworthy that the concept of world empire recurs 
throughout his work. 

^ Actually seven, but tnHya and indrUjala arc both trickery and misrepresentation. 
The latter seems to refer more to the actual conduct of hostilities. 

* Manu (VII, 109) considered -these two, saman and danda, the chief means. 

f Kautalya, who recognizes the purchasing power of land, is an exception to this. 
Cf. also Shantiparva 95.6. 
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possibly he or a member of his family would remain on the throne without 
any interruption of his authority. He was expected to pay homage to the 
conqueror, and, as feudatory, was subject to constant supervision.* Uni- 
■^rersal “sovereignty” need be no more than the recognition of the hegemony 
of the conefuering state. 

Patriotism as we know it did not exist. A man fought not for his home- 
land, but for his king and his personal honor. (The abstract loyalty of the 
patriot is also a comparatively recent phenomenon in the West.) The sub- 
jects of these Hindu monarchs knew that regardless of the outcome of 
hostilities, their local pattern of life would not be much altered. 


LEVELS OF AUTHORITY 

The primary duties of the state were to protect and promote dharma, 
to defend the community against enemies without and disorder within, 
and to coordinate and support the social agencies through which the indi- 
vidual realized his private and group purposes. Caste and the group- 
consciousness it stimulated tended to encourage the conception of the 
state as integrator and regulator of the various associations that made up 
society. It might be assumed that the Indian societal structure and the 
high value attributed to religious experience would transform the central 
political authority into a mere arbiter of corporate groups, ii^cdiating the 
differences that arose in the relations of various groups. This implies, 
however, a negative relationship to social collectivities that was not usually 
typical of early India. Caste and corporation relied on the state to main- 
tain their laws and customs, but it was the function of the central authority 
to assist in keeping these groups within the bounds delineated by custom 
and, when possible, to encourage conditions that would contribute to their 
welfare as well as their security. In ancient theory a weak state is all but 
inconceivable. 

The multiplicity of social organizations through which the individual 
realized his ends implied no restriction on the sovereignty of the state. The 
very concept of dharma dictated plural loyalties and a functionally orga- 
nized society. The state, wiclder of danda, was the guarantor of this order, 
for danda was the guardian of social life and the dharmic code. Obedience 
to the political authority was thus corollary with acceptance of the social 
order and the norms of conduct. Modern democratic pluralist thought, as 
represented by Figgis and Cc'le, and by Laski in his early writings, reflects 
a distrust of the state that was not present in ancient thought. 

According to Kautalya, the ruler must fulfill a variety of functions : 
first, and of fundamental importance, he must protect his people — safe- 
guarding the weak from the arbitrariness of the strong and the fraudulence 
of the unrighteous, as well as defending them against hostile enemies ; he 
must secure justice through punishment and restitution; provide for the 

* The conquered did not fare so well in the Tamil South. The monarch could 
expect death to follow his defeat, and tlie cities were pillaged and razed. 
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welfare of the aged, the infirm, and the needy ; promote economic pros- 
perity ; encourage cultural contributions ; and instruct the people in a sense 
of their respective social roles. The state rarely achieved the organizational 
competence to discharge all the functions envisaged by Kautalya. The 
primitive state of communications was a factor that even the author of the 
Arthashastra was unable to remedy. 

The slate was able to direct many constituent, juridical, and wel- 
fare activities without the oppression that so often accompanies ambitious 
undertakings, because many of these functions relied on instruments other 
than the central authority for their execution. Assembly, village council, 
guild, and religious authority were all partners in policy administration — 
and even, on occasion, policy formulation. 

On the surface the administrative system itself in post-Mauryan times 
appears to have become a type of feudal-federal organization. Authority 
was diffused among conquered kingdoms, feudatories, villages, and cor- 
porations ; alliance and delegation were the very essence of government. 
As noted in the preceding discussion, in the imperial age defeated kings 
were frequently returned to positions of authority and enjoyed a remark- 
able independence in administering the affairs of their subjects, relying on 
the victor primarily for the conduct of external affairs.* The vassal ruler 
oWed allegiance to the paramount authority, but there existed no contrac- 
tual basis of the relationship. The relation of lord and vassal was not like 
that usually associated with feudalism, nor did the manorial system de- 
velop ; administrative officers seem not to have been paid for their services 
with grants of land. And if feudalism is to be considered a social as well as 
a political structure, it must be observed that ancient Indian society was 
organized in terms of a caste hierarchy. Ancient India, in Weber's opinion, 
was distinguished not by feudalism, but by tax-farming and military pre- 
bendalization.'® The main objectives of the patrimonial bureaucratic or- 
ganization were the procuring of weapons and supplies for the army, and 
tax collection — which was granted as a prebend in return for a fixed pay- 
ment. (According to Weber, the tax farmers were the initial stage of the 
samindari system.) In the periods of patrimonialism, the exclusive con- 
trol of offices by nobles and priests was broken as the king introduced 
members of the lower castes into positions of power. 

The hierarchy of political subordination might be continued through 
a system of vassalage. But distance encouraged these lords to grow bold, 
and in India the state was a great political amoeba with segments regularly 
breaking off at the frontiers to form new units. By the age of the Guptas, 
the political feudality had reached its most advanced stage. The various 
gradations of government are revealed in the array of titles employed in 
administration. Gupta land grants attest to the concession of political 
functions and economic rights to brahmans. It has been argued that by the 

* Even in a newly acquired territory, if Kautalya’s advice (Arthashastra XIII, 
5) may be taken to reflect practice, the only customs that could be interfered with 
were tho.se which were obviously harmful to the king’s interests and those which 
went against righteousness (adharmi^tha). 
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time of Harshavardhana, feudatories supplied troops to the king.*” There 
would seem to be no accounting for the size of the army as recorded by 
Hiuen Tsiang if such an establishment had to be maintained on the re- 
, sources available to Harsha. 

The tendency toward administrative decentralization, already apparent 
in the earlier Mauryan dynasty, was to culminate in the division of India 
into a collection of small powers — an invitation to the invader. And as in 
the case of the Greek city-states, he came. He came in the eighth century 
and stayed more than a thousand years as the dominant power. Although 
India was unable to achieve a stable and enduring political unity, she con- 
structed an effective and viable cultural unity and survives where vast 
empires, possessing a political but not a cultural cohesion, have disappeared. 
This strength enabled India to absorb foreign invasion and await the day 
the lessons of Kaulalya could be relearned." 

The village. The administration of large areas was possible in India 
because rural society was largely self-governing. It might even be said 
that it functioned separately from the state. Aloof from the political vicis- 
situdes of the central government, and protected by strong traditions from 
the ravages of war, the villages were the storehouses of Indian culture.'^ 
Outside the capital the king was forced to reckon with the local councils 
and committees through which the wish of the people was expressed, po- 
litical decentralization was certainly the most significant practical check 
on monarchical power. • 

The ancient Indian village varied in size from around two hundred 
families to as many as eight hundred. Apart from the priest and a few 
craftsmen, there was usually little occupational specialization.^* The village 
was the center of, or basis for, administration — the primary organizational 
unit. Each was in fact a small, self-sufTicient republic, but for purposes of 
administration, villages were arranged in groups of ten, twenty, one hun- 
dred, and one thousand. Each headman (gramani) was responsible to his 
superior and was expected to report all important occurrences within his 


*»Sharnia [390], p. 318. And vide Harshacharita VIT (parts of which are re- 
produced in Basham [24], pp. 448f.) for a colorful description of Ilarsha’s entourage 
striking camp. 

“ Evidence of feudal institutions (in a truer sense) is confined to Rajput and 
Muslim rule in a later period than that which concerns us here. But because the 
Rajput states of the late medieval period “preserved more of their antique structure 
than any other basic region of India” (as Daniel Thorner suggests : vtde his es.say 
in Coulborn [73]), the following observations arc appropriate. Although it was true 
that obligations of vassals their lords included military service and payments 
reminiscent of feudalism as it evolved in Europe, the essential relationship was that 
of tril^l chieftain and blood kin rather than that of vassal and superior. Tenure, ac- 
cording to Lyall [240], was rooted in blood and birthright; to see land tenure as the 
basis of nobility is simply to reverse the actual justification of authority. Rajput 
authority was centered in a group of vassal chieftains and their king (or rana), to 
whom they rendered military service on demand and whose court they dcvot^ly 
and regularly attended. The rana was assisted by a prime minister-treasurer; the 
bakshi, who served as liaison with the nobles ; the chamberlain ; and the sahai, a com- 
bination home and foreign minister. The division of the territory into eighty-four 
districts, each autonomous in the admini.stration of civil affairs, was the basic political 
organization. Power was widely diffused. 
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bailiwick. The control exercised by the central and provincial governments 
over the village assembly and its committees was usually limited and of a 
very general nature. The headman might be called to the capital to account 
for village activities, or government inspectors, supervisors, and account- 
ants might be sent to the villages. Local officials seem to have been re- 
sponsible to the central authority primarily in matters of finance. Only 
rarely did the state intervene in village affairs. Certain regulations passed 
by the assembly needed the approval of the king, and, reciprocally, the king 
had to secure the sanction of the assembly before effecting any substantial 
change in the status of the village. In the Jataka stories, the village head- 
man is sometimes represented as a petty tyrant and more than once vil- 
lagers were forced to appear to the king for relief from oppression.® 

The actual administrative work of the villages was performed by com- 
mittees of the assembly, particularly the panchayat,^ the executive organi- 
zation. There were age, character, and property requirements for member- 
ship ill this council, but caste appears to have been of relatively minor 
importance. It seems to have been a common practice to forbid the re- 
election of council members during a period ranging from three to ten 
years after they had completed a one-year term of office. Membership in 
the assembly itself was normally governed directly by certain property 
qijjalifications and, indirectly, by the principle that all should have a chance 
at one time or another to participate in its deliberations. There is some 
evidence in Kie Epigrafia Indica that in parts of India all householders 
were members of the village assembly. At least all the more im])ortant 
family heads appear to have had the right to join the assembly. It was 
known by various names, all of which are translated as the “great men of 
the village.” 

But the village council was the important ix)litical organization. It was 
responsible for settling disputes, collecting land revenue, maintaining tem- 
ples and supervising the use of waste lands.*' It undertook such public 
works as the construction, administration, and repair of roads, reservoirs, 
hospitals, and accommodations for travelers. Measures were taken to 
alleviate famine. The general welfare of the village necessitated such 
functions as mortgaging public lands in times of economic distress and 
encouraging cultivation of marginal lands. The council served as banker 
and trustee, and it organized recreational and educational facilities. We 
would expect various village responsibilities to be divided among subcom- 
mittees, but there is little to indicate that this was the general pattern — 
except for the Tamil country. The headman and his council of from two 
to five advisers were accountable to the village assembly, and gave reports 
at its regular meetings. The majestic banyan tree, generous in its shade, 
sheltered these deliberations, and the tree has itself become a symbol of 
self-government. 

^ Cf. Shukraniti II, 343, where the headman is described as a father to the vil- 
lagers. 

P Literally, the “council of five.” 

9 Maine's argument that communal land tenure was the general pattern of owner- 
ship in ancient India is no longer accepted. 
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The office of the village headman was usually hereditary. He seems 
generally not to have been a member of the brahman caste. The council 
could reprimand the gramani and insist on changes in policy and admin- 
istrative procedure. As head of the village council, the gramani collected 
government taxes, kept the village records, directed the militia, and was 
responsible for the safety of the village. In return, he was exempted from 
taxes or paid in kind. In some of the larger villages certain of these func- 
tions might have been assigned to subordinate officials. The village ac- 
countant performed the necessary secretarial duties and assisted with 
records. Though the headman and the council exercised judicial functions, 
the most serious cases were sent to the royal court — ^but the village court 
had unlimited authority over cases of civil law, settling disputes if lesser 
associations to which the disputants belonged were unable to do so. This 
judicial power was a deliberate delegat^'on of power from the central gov- 
ernment, not an informal assumption of authority. 

Hindu writers probably tend to overemphasize the degree of coopera- 
tion that characterized community projects, but the sense of group feeling 
and pride in collective enterprise was, by modern standards, highly de- 
veloped. The revenue collected in the village and allotted to local projects 
was, on occasion, augmented with assistance from the central government.'’ 
The village had a limited income of its own from special fines, levies, arfd 
grants. The temples, which often commanded considerably resources, 
made loans in return for certain privileges and concessions. Because of the 
important role the temple played in the social, intellectual, and economic, 
as well as the religious life of the citizen,^® the village assemblies were often 
preoccupied with temple affairs. By the fourth century a.d., important 
members of the community, non-brahman as well as brahman, were some- 
times represented in a district council — ^at least in southern India. The 
operation of this council and the extent of its jurisdiction is not known to 
us. 

A fundamental element in town government was a committee {pah- 
chakula) representing all elements of the population.* Administration was 
expedited by an executive assisted by a secretariat. The Mahabharata, 
the Kautaliya, and the Manusmriti refer to the mayor of the city.*® Indi- 
vidual participation in local administration was much more highly devel- 
oped in the village than in the commercial centers of early India. Whereas 
the village approached autonomy in managing its own affairs, the city 
possessed no joint association representing the community as such. There 
were castes of traders and artisans, but they are not to be compared with 
the Western burgher stratum. Citizenship as a specific status was lacking 
in China and Japan as well as in India.*^ The taboos of the endogamous 
caste prevented the emergence of an effective urban status group. An 
urban commercial class might conceivably have developed to the point 
where it constituted a serious threat to the traditionalist system, but guild 

^ The central government would frequently allow the villages to retain for local 
use a small percentage of revenues collected. 

* Records of these town councils pertain, for the most part, to the northwest states. 
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power was successfully challenged by the great patrimonial states — ^and 
the towns were never to emerge as independent corporate units as they did 
in the medieval West. In the ancient Oriental city we find nothing that 
resembles the city law of the classical and medieval periods of European 
history. 

In South India, organs of local government developed beyond the less 
formal organizations of the north. In the Chola kingdom the village as- 
sumed great political importance.* The village assembly was the center of 
administration, directing commercial, financial, police, and maintenance 
activities such as the upkeep of irrigation ditches and local roadways. Most 
of the inscriptions found in southern India that refer to village assemblies 
indicate that the administration of justice was a major function of the 
assembly. The regulations and procedures governing the operation of the 
assembly were probably developed by the organization itself ; each village 
had its individual constitution. The sabha could sell or lease land, com- 
mission public works, borrow from the temples, punish offenses, and tend 
the public morality.^'* Being an extensive landowner in its own right, the 
sabha was chiefly concerned with agricultural problems. Tamil records 
point to the final authority of the village pafichayat in the use and disposal 
of land. This jurisdiction was conferred on the local councils by the Chola 
kings. By about the tenth century, government supervision of the village 
had increased considerably. 

Though qualifications for election to the assembly were usually not 
exacting, there do exist records that point to relatively strict conditions 
for membership in some village assemblies. A knowledge of the Vedas is 
mentioned as a prerequisite, but this may have been true only for brahman 
villages. Or it may have been that, as Nilakanta Sastri claims, the sabha, 
or assembly, was restricted to brahman villages. Chola villages could have 
several assemblies — for brahmans, for merchants, and for residents. Per- 
haps the sabha was the brahman assembly. 

In the Chola kingdom, and possibly in central India as well, all, or 
most, of the residents qualified for election to the assembly.® Most of the 
actual administration was carried on through an executive board, or pan- 
chayat, of the influential elders of the community. In earlier times this 
executive group acted primarily as a negative force, a check on the opera- 
tions of the headman. By the Gupta period they had become formal coun- 
cils. Appointment to the assembly of South Indian villages was apparently 
based on a combination of election and lot. An inscription discovered at 
Uttaramallur gives an account of the methods employed. The village was 
divided into thirty wards. Residents wrote the name of their choice on a 
ticket. Under the supervision of the priests a young boy drew from a pot 

* “The most striking feature of Chola polity in this period was the unexampled 
vigor and efficiency of the functioning of autonomous rural institutions.’* (Nilakanta 
Sastri [299], p. 256.) But cf. A. Appadorai, Economic Conditions in Southern India, 
Madras, 1936, pp. 135ff., for the less widely-held view that most South Indian villages 
were governed much like those in the north. 

« Some Chola records indicate that the village assembly may have had a property 
qualification : one and a quarter acres of land and a house. 
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a bundle of tickets, and from these tickets one was selected by another 
drawing. The individual appointed served for one year. The system of 
rotation had the effect of instructing a larger segment of the population 
•in the problems of government. Even women participated in political 
affairs. Several Chola inscriptions indicate the wide use of the committee 
method of local administration. Re-election to the committee within a 
three-year period was forbidden in at least a few instances — probably to 
give more people an opportunity to hold office. The Ukkal inscriptions 
imply that in addition to the village corporations in the south there were 
also unions of villages. Many of the intervillage assemblies may have been 
convened for ad hoc purposes only. 

The village, with the opportunities it provided for self-expression and 
self-government, has, more than any other institution, served to keep 
Hindu civilization alive despite political conditions hostile to that culture. 
“They seem to last where nothing else lasts,” wrote Lord Metcalfe. “Dy- 
nasty after dynasty tumbles down ; revolution succeeds revolution ; Hindu, 
Pathan, Mughal, Mahratta, Sikh, English are all masters in turn ; but the 
village communities remain the same.” 

CORPORATIONS ^ 

The guild. The importance of guild organization dates from the sixth 
and fifth centuries b.c. The guilds may originally have been confined to 
economic objectives, but by the early Mauryan period they had acquired 
broader social functions. Indeed these corporate groups appear to have 
embraced every si)here of human activity and to have exercised controls 
over noneconomic aspects of their members' lives. In this respect the 
guild resembled its medieval European counterpart; both exerted a 
closer regulation of human behavior than would be countenanced in the 
modern state. Expulsion from the guild could of course prevent an indi- 
vidual from practicing the trade or craft of his family. 

Narada, who has heretofore been represented as the theorist of mon- 
archical absolutism, goes so far as to say that the king must uphold even 
those prescriptions of the guilds which go against his and the community's 
best interests.^® Other authorities are mindful of the guild's function as 
moneylender to the prince. Yajnavalkya assigns to the state the respon- 
sibility for ensuring that the guilds deal equitably with the people and that 
they do not gain “disproportionate” power or quarrel among themselves. 
Nor could a g^iild be organized without state approval. The state recog- 
nized the judicial rights of the guild over its members. Most of the Hindu 
theorists justified the intervention of the state in trying and punishing 
guild members when the guild itself was clearly unfair in its treatment. 
The question of compatibility between guild regulations and sacred law 
was generally left to the king, who exercised a type of judicial review, and 
whose authority was final. 

In actual practice, the state seems to have interfered with the affairs 
of the corporations when their actions prejudiced the general welfare or 
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when they disagreed among themselves. Although in ancient India the 
state intruded only infrequently in the affairs of the various associations 
that made up the community, with the accumulation of wealth and the 
development of commercial centers the state saw the guild as a challenge 
to its own power. An active conflict developed between the economic and 
political agencies as the state sought to control the corporations. Guild 
organization was, however, incapable of challenging state intervention. 
The state was ultimately triumphant in curbing the guilds, at the same 
time curtailing the opportunities for capitalist expansion — which would 
have had far-reaching consequences for subsequent Indian history. 

The guilds could make compacts with other guilds or with private 
individuals, and these contracts were evidently guaranteed by the state. 
Assets and liabilities acquired by persons on guild business were the prop- 
erty and responsibility of the corporation. In addition to owning property, 
the guilds in the Gupta Empire and in Andhra acted as bankers and trus- 
tees — which implies, in turn, a considerable degree of organization and 
efficiency. Kautalya and other early writers imply that the guilds pos- 
sessed military resources (which might be lent to the king) and certain of 
them may have relied on war as well as trade for their livelihood.®* Law 
was enforced by private guild tribunals, as well as by those of caste and 
vMage. The guild courts, according to the Shukraniti,^^ would try cases 
not dealt with by the "families” ; those cases that did not come before the 
guilds were to be tried by the appropriate assemblies. 

The guild contributed to the maintenance of religious establishments 
and took upon itself services to the community other than the regulative 
and welfare functions it performed for its members. Majumdar’s words 
may lean toward the extravagant, but his appraisal of the economic cor- 
poration is probably valid: "The guild in ancient India was . . . not 
merely the means for the development of arts and crafts, but through the 
autonomy and freedom accorded to it by the law of the land, it became a 
center of strength and an abode of liberal culture and progress, which truly 
made it a power and ornament of the society.”*® 

Each of the corporations that composed ancient Indian society had its 
own tradition of law. Each combined the legislative,® executive, and 
judicial functions of government. These bodies were governed, typically, 
by boards of from two to five persons. Removal of an executive officer for 
misconduct need not always be sanctioned by the king, although it was 
necessary that he be consulted, and in cases of serious conflict between the 
parties concerned, the king could issue a verdict. But dismissal was gen- 
erally the task of the guild assembly. Apprenticeship had much in common 
with Western guild practice. Merchants, craftsmen,®^ and even unskilled 
workers were organized into these associations, membership in which 
tended to become hereditary. Guilds of soldiers, musicians, farmers, arti- 

V The legislative authority of the guilds has probably been made too much of. 
Professor Ghoshal believes tha't Biihler’s loose rendering of the Gautama Dhartna- 
sutra (XI, 21) is responsible at least in part for this error. 

w The Jatakas list eighteen traditional crafts. 
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sans, doctors, Rshermen, and priests appear in the chronicles. Even high- 
waymen and beggars seem to have been organized. The political and eco- 
nomic strength of the people was due in large part to the effectiveness of 
these organizations. 

The guild was, properly speaking, a merchant association, and was 
originally distinguished from the craft or vocational organization. The 
latter, known as shreni {sreni), was an occupational group found in vil- 
lages and towns and organized for the pursuit of a common economic 
objective by its members. It may have been composed of persons of the 
same vocation but of different castes. Kautalya, however, suggests that 
this corporation was based at first on blood ties. In the Arthashastra 
‘‘shreni” is used to denote a former tribal association that had become an 
occupational grouping. Kosambi-^ considers the shreni discussed by 
Kautalya to be an organization intermediate between tribe and caste — its 
members not yet absorbed into the caste hierarchy. Industry was highly 
localized : there were villages of carpenters and villages of iron-workers. 
It can be seen how political and economic functions became fused in these 
organizations. Probably this more pronounced political role is all that sets 
the shreni apart from the typical guild. In the epics these corporations are 
described as representative assemblies, and they acted as constitutional 
checks on the king. It is possible that members of the shreni also bci*e 
arms. By the third century n.c. these organizations of workers had become 
less influential than the merchant guilds dominated by wealthy families 
on whom the state had come to depend^ — ^as the Renaissance prince would 
later rely on the great banking houses. Village settlement was expand- 
ing, encouraging a lively trade in necessities. A luxury market had also 
emerged. And the state, beset with problems of administration, sometimes 
had no choice but to distribute among the guilds functions it had formerly 
reserved for itself. 

The republic. There is a passage in the Avaddna Sataka in which 
merchants from north central India (Madhyadesha) are asked about the 
form of government in that part of India, and the merchants answer that 
“some provinces are under kings while others are ruled by ganas.” Gana 
generally refers to corporation,® but in the Shantiparva^^ it appears to 
mean a republican community. Earlier scholars held that it meant tribe, 
but JayaswaP® and F. W. Thomas have ably controverted this view. Fol- 
lowing Sharma,'*® I have accepted a position that diminishes the signifi- 
cance of the debate. 

The Vedic gana we take to have been originally an armed organization 
whose purpose was probably cattle-raiding. Its only official was the leader, 
or ganapati. The egalitarian tribal association, of an age before brahman 
ideology consolidated society on the basis of varna distinctions, hereditary 
kingship, and costly sacrifice, was the inspiration for the post-Vedic gana.®^ 

‘^Kautalya’s use of the term sangha to denote corporations has been taken as 
proof that the Arthashastra antedates at least those portions of the Mahabharata which 
employ the later use of gana to refer to corporations. But the latter term is also used 
in the Mahabharata, at least in the Shantiparva, to mean republic. 
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The grammarian Panini equated gana with sangha, meaning “group,” a 
collection of living beings. But sangha, in different contexts, may mean 
a collection of gods, men, or beasts. D. R. Bhandarkar,** working from 
the references to sangha in the Arthashastra (XI, 1), distinguished three 
types of group — the craft guild, the mercenary tribal band, and the r&ja- 
sabdopajtvin, an organization whose members bear the title of king.®® 
Actually Kautalya distinguishes only two kinds of organization. The first 
type refers to a group living by the “combined arts of war and peace.” The 
second type is a political community in which the royal title is used to 
describe the executive head, although it is not a monarchy.®* This would 
lend some support to the view that the gana was at one time the instrument 
for supervising communally owned property and distributing booty, be- 
coming later the model for the republican constitutions of the oligarchic 
states that flourished toward the end of the Vedic period. 

Buddhist descriptions of northeastern India, and the writings of Greek 
visitors (which pertain primarily to northwestern India), are the major 
sources relating to the ancient republics. But the discussion in the Shanti- 
parva provides what is undoubtedly the best description we have. It 
assigns to the assembly of such polities the administration of financial, 
military, diplomatic, and legal affairs. Theorists who wrote after the gana 
hrd ceased to exist as an effective political device refer to the institution 
as an assembly, gana rule being contrasted with royal rule. But the ref- 
erences to tlVe ganas in the Mahabharafa arc sufficient to claim a theory 
of republican government for the ancient Hindus. Sangha and gana are 
both broadly employed to refer to autonomous political corporations. 
Thomas, Fleet, N. N. Law, and others have concluded that autonomous 
tribe or self-governing community is a more adequate translation than 
simply tribe or clan. 

Republics were, with few exceptions, confined to northern India. In 
the seventh century b.c., prior to the flowering of Magadhan imperialism, 
there were sixteen “great peoples,” most of them monarchies, but among 
them a few republics.*' There is no definite indication of republican con- 
stitutions before the eighth century b.c. The first period of republican 
government ends about 325 b.c. with the spread of Mauryan influence, 
and the second period, which began about 150 years later, was over by 
A.D. 325. 

At least two references in the journals of the Greek observer Megas- 
thenes refer to “democratic” governments in ancient India. The Greek 
envoy at Chandragupta’s court mentions governments headed by magis- 
trates “where the people are self-governed.” Diodorus, Arrian, and Cur- 
tius also cite instances of kingless states. Arrian reports that an official 
class called superintendents reported to the magistrates in states where 
there were no kings. There is even the suggestion in these Greek reports 
that generals were sometimes elected rather than appointed. The descrip- 

y Eight oligarchies are mentioned in the Buddhist literature. 



279 


Policy and the Diffusion of Power 

tions that came out of the Alexandrian invasion tell of many republics, 
including one (the Yaudheya), aristocratic in nature, composed of 5,000 
councilors. Almost all the peoples the Greeks encountered as they re- 
treated possessed a republican form of government.® One state is described 
as a dempcracy (the Ambashthas), and another as having the same kind 
of constitution as Sparta.®® The Mahabharata tells us that the Andhakas 
and Vrishnis had a council presided over by a chairman and that “all** 
were allowed to voice their opinions. There were a number of chiefs, each 
with his coterie, and one of them was named commander of the army. 
Policy-making seems to have resided with these chiefs (or elders). 

"J'he citizen army of the ancient republics was far superior to the hired 
mercenaries of the monarchs, and it endowed the sanghas with an un- 
common political strengtli. We know that the republics of northwestern 
India offered strong resistance to the forces of Alexander — attesting to 
the loyalty of their subjects. Kautalya remarks on their invulnerability 
when this inherent power is augmented by alliances among themselves. 
These leagues were common, though not always enduring. 

Nonmonarchical forms of government tended to develop primarily on 
the fringes of the lands consolidated under Aryan rule. The Buddha was 
horn in a part of India where republican government was the rule. Among 
these republics were the Mallas, Koliyas, and Vrijjis. The last of tliese, 
among the most famous of the republican states, was a confederation of 
eight clans. Panini even sugge.sts the existence of upper and lower houses 
in some of these states. Republics in Sind and the Punjab existed into the 
fourth century b.c., bowed before Mauryan expansion, and emerged again 
with the decadence of the regime to flourish until the early centuries a.d. 
By the fourth century their ])owcr had faded. 

The republics of India were about the size of the Greek city-states, 
averaging perhaps several thousand square miles. The need for quick 
action or for security often resulted in the delegation of power. Executive 
authority was usually vested in a council of elders, a cabinet, or an assem- 
bly. The Lichchhavis seem to have had an executive officer (senapati) 
who held office for a certain term, governing in conjunction with an as- 
sembly that chose the senapati by free election. The constitution of the 
Vrijjis names a president, vice-president, and general.*'^ The small size 
of these states facilitated popular government where it would never have 
been practicable in a state of imperial dimensions. But probably only 
nobles were eligible for election to these offices. The power structure of 
nonmonarchical states can best be described as aristocratic. 

The assembly was of considerable size : there are records of 5,000 and 

« Porus was one of the few kings. 

Diodorus records that Patala was governed by two hereditary kings and a 
council of elders. The real locus of power was most probably the latter. The arrange- 
ment may have been similar to that of Sparta — or perhaijs the example of Sparta 
shaped the Greek image of Patala. (J. W. McCrindle, Ancient India as Described in 
Classical Literature [Westminster, 1901], p. 212.) 

A Jataka reference adds the position of exchequer. 
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7,707 “rajas” — ^usually of the kshatriya caste. The prevalence of factions 
was the chief weakness of such states.®® When parties formed, their mem- 
bers sat in separate groups. Assemblies of republican states exercised 
relatively complete control over the executive council ; council members, 
as well as officers of the military, were chosen by the central assembly. 
The executive group of these republics may have had as many as twenty 
or thirty members, or as few as four.**** The assembly controlled foreign 
relations, but the need for secrecy eventually shifted this control from the 
assembly to the executive. We are well aware that foreign policy deliber- 
ation is one of the more exasperating problems of democracy today. 

One reason for the decline of republics by the end of the fourth century 
A.D. was the tendency for offices to become hereditary as they were in the 
monarchies that dominated the political picture at that time. Powerful 
families assumed positions of control and identified the state’s interests 
with their own. Survival, in the face of imperial expansion, demanded the 
strengthening of government ; and in time the Indian republics, for reasons 
that arc not entirely known to us, became indistinguishable from the 
monarchies in their political structure. Those who exercised executive 
functions were, in fact, often referred to as kings. It can be argued that 
the distinction between monarchy and other types of government was 
nev:r so great as is commonly supposed. Autocratic methods and oli- 
garchic ruling groups appear to have been characteristic of political struc- 
tures in the period preceding the rise of Magadha, and throughout their 
history republican states were almost always controlled by a small seg- 
ment of the population. 

The republican system had ceased to be an effective challenge to the 
principle of kingship long before the rise of the Mauryan empire. Mon- 
archy had proven itself more fitted to the needs of the time, more capable 
of elaborate and efficient organization. The expansion of Magadha marked 
the nadir of the great bulk- of republics, but with the collapse of the 
Mauryan empire the sanghas were quick to reappear. The Malavas, 
Arjunayanas, Yaudheyas, and Vrishnis are cases in point. Succeeding 
empires and the waves of invasion eventually proved too much for these 
political corporations, and from that time they ceased to exercise any 
influence. It has been suggested that the lack of any systematic theory of 
republican government is due to the diminishing prestige of republicanism 
by the fourth century B.c., when formal political speculation gets under 
way. Then, too, the nonmonarchical governments ruled by the kshatriya 
aristocracy were not favored by the caste that provided the bulk of the 
literature upon which we depend for our understanding of ancient Indian 
civilization. 

The eleventh book of the Arthashastra is devoted to means of undermining 
tribal communities. Its author recommends agents provocateurs to sow the seeds 
of dissension, and there is at least one instance on record of the success of such tactics 
in breaking down the mutual confidence of tribal leaders. The Buddha was himself 
alert to the peculiar vulnerability of the tribal organization in this respect. 

^ The Lichchhavis had a council of nine, the Malla state four. 
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With the destruction of the Pushyamitras by the Guptas, the last great 
republic was crushed. But the victory was Pyrrhic. The Gupta empire 
never recovered its former stature. And from this time on, Indian history 
crumbles into fragmentary sketches of great men without great epochs.*^® 

Several dynasties did in fact succeed in establishing themselves in the later 
period. In reviewing the major political systems of India after the achievement of 
empire under the Mauryas in the fourth and third centuries b.c., the list would 
include the Andhras in southern India (second century b.c. to third century a.d.) 
and the Pallavas (from the third to ninth centuries a.d.), the Gupta regime of the 
fourth century (in decline by the end of the sixth century), the earlier Chalukya 
dynasty of the western Deccan (which lasted for two centuries after its establishment 
in the middle of the .sixth century), llarshavardhana's empire in northern India during 
the first half of the seventh century, the imperial states of the Gurjara-Pratiharas 
and Bengalis of the eighth through thirteenth centuries in the north and northeast. 
We have referred briefly to the empire of the Cholas, who succeeded the Pallavas, 
and to the feudality of the Rajputs in northwest India, beginning in the tenth century. 
In the high medieval period there existed the kingdoms of Kashmir and Vijayanagar. 
In the seventeenth century the Sikhs were a major power. In 1627, Shivaji founded 
the great Maratha Empire, which thrived for half a century. With the attempts of 
the Marathas and Sikhs in the seventeenth century to throw off the foreign power, 
political theory enjoyed a temporary revival as the need developed for a new rationale 
of the ruler’s authority. 
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BUDDHA, KAUTALYA, AND KRISHNA 

The critical period of ancient Indian history was the age that spanned 
the Upanishads and the fullest development of Matiryan administration 
under Ashoka. In these formative years, roughly from the seventh to the 
middle of the third century b.c., the dimensions of Indian philosophical 
and social thought were established. All subsequent speculation was em- 
bellishment, the logical development of ideas, and the transformation of 
philosophy into ideology. Our study has attempted to indicate certain 
relationships between social organization, styles of thought, and prevail- 
ing^deas and values. Within these four centuries new modes of economic 
production eyolved, which threatened the old tribal organization and 
made possible experimentation with new forms of social integration and, 
ultimately, the achievement of empire. 

The connection between economic surplus and political systems ca- 
pable of coordinating large territories has often been observed, but the tie 
between such institutional developments and the ])hilosophical ideas and 
psychological states that seem to accompany them — namely awareness of 
the self, moral consciousness, and monotheistic religious conceptions — 
is still somewhat obscure. Among the most promising attempts to explain 
this connection are the psychologies that account for types of mental func- 
tioning in terms of the destruction of the original unity of emotional and 
intellectual processes. Expanding on the Hegelian distinctions of subject 
and object, Marx made the concept of Entfremdung central to his early 
social analysis, and today these youthful humanistic writings are con- 
sidered by many to be among the most important in the body of Marxian 
literature.^ In the foregoing chapters such concepts as alienation have 
been employed in the attempt to account for the psychological consequences 
of the deterioration of tribal culture with its strong ethnic tics and com- 
munal ownership of property. The details of that culture remain un- 
certain, and conjecture necessarily has a prominent role in our recon- 
struction of Vedic society. We glean what we can from the epics, the 
Buddhist records, and the like, and occasionally in the pages above the 
methods and theories of modern social science have been introduced in 
the effort to understand ancient Indian civilization. 

But it is not only the need to fill historical lacunae that leads us to 
supplement the institutional approach and that of the history of ideas 
with a psychological-cultural method. Any analysis of the dynamics of 
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social systems must concern itself with the motivational processes of 
human beings. The centuries that culminated in the imperial state of the 
Mauryas are of interest precisely because they were productive of so many 
ideals, life-styles, and elaborations of symbolism — the study of which calls 
for techniques that go beyond the traditional textual dissection and 
chronicling of institutions.® In a recent study of the nature of symbolism, a 
psychologist has remarked that man ^^experiences himself as a self in 
terms of symbols which arise from three levels at once; [symbols which 
have their source in] those archaic and archetypal depths within himself, 
symbols arising from the personal events of his psychological and bio- 
logical experience, and the general symbols and values which obtain in 
his culture.”- We shall probably never know more than the barest par- 
ticulars of the symbolic experience of early Indian culture, and in the 
summation that follows we shall do no more than compare the most sig- 
nificant responses to a world that could no longer be interpreted and 
manipulated through the sacrifice, or understood as inexorably given. 

Economic change and the incorporation of indigenous peoples into 
the Aryan community had rendered the traditional agencies of social in- 
tegration inadequate. When old values and institutions are challenged, 
old certainties arc gone, and new social relationshij^s demand new justifica- 
tions, men are faced with the need to articulate that which earlier c^uld 
have been left unsaid. In such a time many men must have become 
acutely aware of differences between their own needs and^purposes and 
those of the collectivity to which they belonged. Such questions as how 
to live with poise and integrity began to arise. The Buddha is the most 
famous of those who questioned the old ways, and the answer he proposed 
was in essence psychological. It involved a discipline that aimed at no 
less than the transcendence of the dichotomy of subject and object. 

The two other solutions proposed at this time were basically organiza- 
tional — the bureaucratic state designed for the efficient mobilization of 
societal resources, and the more or less self-regulating society based on 
clearly-defined status groupings among which different social functions 
would be distributed. The first of these is best described in the Artha- 
shaslra of Kautalya, in which society is politically organized to meet the 

^ In the last decade or two a school of political analysis, inspired by logical 
positivism, has taken upon itself the task of purifying the language of political dis- 
cussion. Obviously these attempts to point up the ambiguities of argument and clarify 
the terms we use should have a salutary effect on the development of political theory. 
If, however, we should become preoccupied with the fine points of definition to the 
exclusion of a concern with the ends of government (because we cannot get beyond 
the posing of the question), then the very life of political phijosophy is threatened. 
It is an easy victory to bring the instruments of modern social inquiry to bear oil the 
ideas of theorists who lived and wrote in ages less congenial to the critical spirit or 
who were sometimes contradictory because they saw farther than their fellows and 
lacked the means to express accurately their vision. But we may be the real lo.sers if 
we deprive ourselves of the insights of a Plato or Rousseau because we insist on 
equating departures from consistency with deception, or epistemologies that differ 
from our own with fatuity. It is our responsibility to apply the refinements of 
methodology and the social sciences in searching out the intended or latent sense of the 
ideas that confront us. The discovery of meanings that might otherwise remain hidden 
to us is a nobler employment for our newer knowledge than its restriction to the 
essentially negative tasks of controverting and deriding. 
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security and welfare needs of its people. The adaptive requirements of 
the community are stressed in the theory, and politics as administration 
tends to replace politics as interaction.® Caste, on the other hand, empha- 
sizes the integrative imperative of society. It is no less than a professional- 
izing of society, the freezing of actions in the mold of role. Historically, 
caste represented in part the attempt to preserve status based on birth 
from the threat of status based on wealth; but, in the Bhagavad Gita 
(which Radhakrishnan places in the fifth century b.c., though it is doubt- 
ful that it attained its present form until several centuries later), caste 
achieves its most sophisticated rationale as the social reflection of a 
philosophy of self-realization through the pursuit of inherited duty. 

Tlie earliest sources reveal a society dominated by a warrior aristoc- 
racy. The chieftain was primus inter pares and rarely acted simply on 
his own volition. Tribal religious beliefs were symbolized in the sacrifice, 
the manifest function of which was to sustain the universe, to win the favor 
of the gods and their support for the various objectives of the tribe. It 
also provided a mechanism of adjustment to social and psychological 
strains, and though Vedic man understood the sacrifice as a propitiation 
of the gods and the ceremonial reproduction of the cosmic order, he was in 
faci? reading the social structure of the tribal community into his belief 
about the sky-gods he worshiped. The sacrifice thus served to maintain 
the pattern ot social relationships under the guise of preserving the uni- 
verse. But it did contain an important truth : our intentions toward the 
world are what constitute that world, the object of our consciousness. 
Man was not yet alienated from his gods — or rather he had not yet come 
to feel the need to project his feelings of estrangement upon them. 

Probably only the very few who, because of their role in the per- 
formance of the sacrifice were looked upon as representing the tribal com- 
munity, had any sense of individual distinctiveness. Vedic man was, for 
the most part, submerged in the group and in nature.® This is not to say 
that there was no active political life. Scattered references in the texts point 
to popular assemblies and tribal councils; power appears to have been 
dispersed among the members of the community to an extent that was 

^ “Every social process may be divided into a rationalized sphere consisting of 
settled and routinized procedures in dealing with situations that recur in an orderly 
fashion, and the 'irrational’ by which it is surrounded.” (Karl Mannheim, Ideology 
and Utopia [New York, 1949], p. 101. Mannheim sees the distinction as the dif- 
ference between administration and “politics.” 

^ The dominance of tradition in the communal society provides “a basis for self- 
rclatcdncss, rather than a source of self-alienation. In the second place, adherence 
to tradition favors group-centered attitudes, rather than self-centered orientations. 
That is, the traditional man conforms in order to fulfill his obligations to the group, 
to avoid shame, whereas the [member of a mass society] conforms for the purpose 
of overcoming the diffuse anxiety which accompanies the lack of self-confidence.” 
(William Kornhauser, The Politics of Mass Society [Glencoe, 111., 195^, pp. llOf.) 
The variety of principles that organized ancient Indian society at different times 
discourages the use of broad characterizations like "communal” or “traditional” in 
describing Indian civilization without mention of such refinements as the distinction 
between the heroic “shame-culture” of the Vedic warrior and the penitential “guilt- 
culture” of the later Brahmanic age, or the distinction between types of cosmological 
symbolization (as suggested in Chapter 9 above). 
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rare in Indian history. The close identification of the individual with the 
social unit made possible such political life — as it had in the ancient polis 
before the internecine wars of the later fifth century and before the in- 
fluence of the great teacher whom Hegel was to describe as the first “self- 
conscious” man. In this world where gods and men arc still on familiar 
terms the historical manner of viewing the sequence of events was as yet 
unborn. Nature provided the model and, like nature, social life renewed 
itself with comforting regularity. But the process was not automatic. The 
sacrifice was of crucial significance in this periodic regeneration.** 

The sacrificial rite served to exalt those who officiated and those who, 
in the name of the tribe, sponsored the increasingly elaborate ceremonies. 
Eventually, as these roles became stabilized in the offices of brahman and 
king, tension developed between the two authorities — the priesthood of 
the sun and the imperium of the moon as the problem was sometimes sum- 
marized in medieval European theory. Perhaps Buddhism must be ex- 
plained as a reaction to brahman controls, but such an explanation seems 
less than adequate : we know that Brahmanism was not fully developed 
in the Himalayan foothills where the Shakyan people lived. We arc 
•equally justified in viewing Buddhism, in its original cx])ression, as the 
search for a way of life that would make possible the reintegration of per- 
sonality. • 

As long as instinctive responses to the environment ha^ provided an 
adequate basis of social activity man had not even the experience of a “self.” 
At best the Vedic warrior had seen himself revealed only in his failures to 
live u^) to the heroic ideal that had inspired the tribal community. But 
now, in the more complex social environment of the sixth century u.c., the 
instinctive and reflexive aspects of the self had diverged to a degree un- 
known in the lusty, combative Aryan culture of the Vedic era. Guilt and 
moral' consciousness began to emerge as the basis of an internalized 
authority. In this “birth of tragedy” the self made its appearance as a 
burden to be suffered. The teaching of the Buddha can be understood as 
technique for coping witli the demands of the instinctual life (the free 
expression and satisfaction of which may no longer be tolerated by civil 
society)® by bridging the unconscious and conscious aspects of the mental 
processes. By removing the causes of personality dissociation, the Buddha 

Our definition of freedom does not exhaust the possible views of what con- 
stitutes freedom. We tend to convince ourselves that men can and do make history, 
and we differ from “archaic*' m.in in that we sec freedom as the relative independence 
from normative controls. The cyclical conception of time encouraRcs the belief that 
man can annually begin life afresh. No small freedom this — ^and how far removed 
from the later ideology that placed man in bondage to his past, the deeds of his pre- 
vious lives. When caste came to be the dominant social institution, based on the 
theory of karma, history was understood in terms of regressive cycles. Once men 
were virtuous, but as a consequence of a fall (which is never really explained), law 
and agencies of its enforcement became essential to social life. Theories that justify 
strong social controls put the golden age in the past. But Vedic man had faith in his 
capacity to manipulate the sentiments of the gods. He was master of his destiny. (It 
is instructive to compare the Oedipus of the heroic culture depicted in the Iliad with 
the tortured soul portrayed by Sophocles. Vide Dodds [98], p. 36.) 

« I have in mind here a distinction between immediate discharge of tension in 
action and the social need to inhibit action. Vide Parsons, ct al. [319], p. 82. 
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hoped to overcome the sense of alienation that had served to define the self. 
He saw the problem as rooted in man’s seemingly inexhaustible cravings. 
It is desire that produces consciousness of the self ; desire is the cause of 
alienation. And the sense of alienation is conquered only insofar as man 
succeeds in recognizing himself in objects exterior to his body. This 
recognition would be possible only when man emancipated himself from 
the wish to possess these objects as his own. 

Employing the vocabulary of modern psychology, we might say that 
the Buddha sought anxiety-free ego functions by means of a technique 
which did not disregard the self but rather freed it for the realization of 
its purposes by eliminating the interpsychic conflict that impedes this 
pursuit. Conduct would cease to be the anxiety-generated action (as 
analyzed in psychoanalysis), or the alienated act motivated by the desire 
for the products of a system made possible by the worker’s estrangement 
from himself (as analyzed by neo-Marxian theorists), or the action that 
seeks to establish the identity of the actor by making of the self a thing 
(as analyzed in existentialist writing). We are told that the Buddha 
rejected the extreme a.sceticism that was directed toward the destruction 
of the self, that he himself remained active in the world of men, and that 
he established a community in which men could live together amicably 
witfi only tho.se few possessions absolutely iieces.sary to survival and 
health. The ^ngha was an association of equals, which operated on the 
assumption that unanimous agreement on policy questions would be pos- 
sible, given this reintegration of personality. 

If truth is not readily apparent in phenomena as they are revealed to 
the senses, there must be present in man an active faculty capable of dis- 
covering truth. This view would seem to provide the basis for an episte- 
mology compatible with a democratic political theory, but in Buddhism 
this comprehension demanded a rigorous training of the mind (which in 
turn presupposed leisure) — and this must have seemed to the average man 
as remote from practical possibility as the esoteric technical knowledge of 
the brahman. Democracy, for the larger community, would have to await 
the romantic identification of truth with the subjective feeling available 
to all men. 

The Buddha sought a standard for the proper functioning of the organ- 
ism — which might also have served as the basis for a critical evaluation 
of the society of the time (in contrast to the brahman theory of the sacri- 
fice, which made of the cosmos a mirror reflecting the existing social or- 
der). But the philosophy and technique of the Buddha’s teaching were 
never intended to inspire a movement of reform. The psychological ideal 
was itself a rejection of attempts to find security in an established identity 
that forces perception and experience into stereotypes and systems. The 
mystic sought a freedom from customary modes of understanding and 
action ; the relationship with the environment must acquire a directness 
and an immediacy that diminished the distinction between self and other. 
Only in this sense is the self “destroyed.” The Buddhist attack on the fixed 
identities established in the caste system, which substitutes ascription (the 
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individual as object) for performance (the individual as actor), reflects 
this aspect of Buddhist philosophy. 

Buddhism might also be understood as a challenge to the new, more 
abstract, political arrangements of the time (but not as a return to the 
more immediate political relationships of the tribal polity, i.e., to politics 
as the direct resolution of conflict — z, form of interaction that was being 
replaced by the administrative systems necessary to the governing of large 
territories). The tribal organization had been “political” in something of 
the sense understood by the Greeks ; it represented the common life of 
its members, even though actual political activity was confined to those who 
represented the familial groups that composed the tri!)es. Politics as the 
expression of that which is common to the members of a group implies by 
definition a certain homogeneity of culture. Never, of course, in the poleis, 
constructed as they were on a slave economy, did all men participate in 
these activities. The Aryan tribal collectivities were generally of an aris- 
tocratic nature, but those who participated in political life enjoyed a rela- 
tive equality. What is important is that the res publica, insofar as it was 
capable of being distinguished from other aspects of tribal life, was viewed 
as the means for realizing those purposes shared by the whole community. 

The Buddhist sangha was not an attempt to recapture a political life 
rendered obsolete by new modes of production and the organizaticSial 
requirements of ever-expanding territorial units, the consoli(]jition of royal 
power, and tlie incorporation of dasa peoples. Buddhism, though per- 
iiat)s not the quiescent philosophy it is frequently made out to be, supple- 
mented the vita activa with a new emphasis on contemplation.^ In dis- 
counting the claims of caste and the state, it turned (as did the Hellenistic 
philosophies) to the private experience as the ultimate vehicle of ful- 
fillment. The individual was reunited with the species by virtue of his 
humanity — ^that wliich is more fundamental than his membership in a 
specific group. The spiritual had come to replace the political as the 
highest expression of human purposes. “Compared with the attitude of 
quiet,” as Arendt” says of a similar development in European civilization, 
“all distinctions and articulations within the vita activa disappear.”^ 

The second challenge to the heroic ideal provided an alternative to 
the communal polity in the form of hierarchical organization — empire 
based on the bureaucratic rationalizing of areas of conflict. As political 

f Vide pp. 89f. above — ^Webei’s distinction between the emissary phopliecy (more 
familiar to the West) as typified by Jeremiah or Isaiah, and the exemplary prophecy 
of such teachers as Giautama Buddha. 

o In the earlier discussion of Buddhism I have suggested certain parallels with 
modern psychological theories and techniques aimed at attaining an effective inte- 
gration of personality. In a recent study of Freudian analysis, Philip Ricff remarks 
of psychoanalysis that “it undercuts the whole problem of the freedom of the indi- 
vidual in any society, emphasizing instead the theme of the anti-political individual 
seeking his self-perfection in a context as far from the communal as possible. All 
politics arc corrupt, in the democratic community as well as in the totalitarian state. 
Since freedom is a psychic condition (residing essentially in the individual, not in 
him as a member of a group), the possibility of freedom exists in all societies.” 
(Freud: The Mind of the Moralist [New York, 1959], p. 256.) 
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life became increasingly abstract, the need for political symbolization be- 
came more acute. We find new attention to questions of authority and 
legitimacy, and political theory begins to take on a systematic and sophisti- 
cated form. One might almost say that with the failure of politics (in 
the sense of face-to-face political relationships), political and moral philos- 
ophy flourish. Justifications and explanations are needed for the new social 
relationships that appear, or these new forms are decried in the name 
of traditional values — or the attempt is made to diminish the importance 
of these institutions and relationships by encouraging sclf-sufTicicncy. 

Just as the invasions of Alexander introduced the Greeks to the or- 
ganizational techniques of the Persians, so may the intercourse between 
Persia and India have served to familiarize Indians with large-scale politi- 
cal structures and administrative processes. Kautalya best represents this 
ap])Iication of rational thought to the problems of social organization. By 
the time of the Buddha the Gangetic valley was divided among a numher 
of kingdoms, the most important of which was Magadha. Tribal elements 
were still present in this transitional period before the establishment of a 
central authority capable of effective control. It was still common for 
power to be conceived in terms of what we would today call a scarcity (or 
conflict) model, which sees power as essentially power over others rather 
tlijfn as a resource for achieving the desired goals of the collectivity. Con- 
flict in such societies tends to be resolved directly — cither by violence or 
in the more or less intimate political associations of clan and tribe. The 
growth of political units and the consequent dilution of the kinship ties 
that had characterized the earlier Aryan communities had produced what 
Banfield, in another context, has referred to as ‘‘amoral familism.*'* Cus- 
tom and the natural bonds of the tribal “nation'' were no longer suflicient 
to the needs of ordered life, and it remained for the kings of Magadha to 
superimpose the artificial bonds of the state on a situation moving toward 
anarchy. New types of law were required for resolving disputes, and the 
royal edict came to be increasingly emphasized. 

The remaining centers of tribal power, such as the kshatriya military 
associations, constituted a threat to the emergent states, and a major con- 
cern of the monarch was to subvert those tribal institutions that remained 
potentially capable of impeding the jmrposes of the state or dividing the 
loyalties of the people.* One device for promoting ill will among Ihe mem- 
bers of a tribal group was the use of agents to encourage the humbler seg- 

^ Speaking of modern Montegrano in southern Italy, Baniield remarks that “it 
is tempting to compare the ethos of the Montegranesi with that of their very early 
ancestors as described by Fustel de Coulanges in The Ancient City. The early Indo- 
Europeans were amoral familists too, but their families consisted of thousands of 
persons and the bonds within the family were immensely strong.’* (The Moral Basis 
of a Backward Society [Glencoe, 111., 1958, p. 164, n.2.) 

* Often the kings lacked the legitimacy that kshatrahood provided and it was 
necessary for them to establish a new basis of authority, itself a departure from 
tribal values. From this time on, kings were “shudra-like” according to the puranas. 
And at least a few of them shudras. We might speculate that in some instances 
the brahman was able to establish a position for himself by providing legitimation 
for kings who did not possess kshatriya pedigree. 
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ment of society to insist on equality of treatment and status. Those of 
hjgher position (the descendants of the original Aryan tribes, or the 
kshatriya aristocracy) were to be dissuaded from intermarriage and eat- 
ing at common able with those of lesser rank. Thus were caste values 
introduced as a competing mode of organization. The Magadhan ruler 
Ajatashatru systematically undertook to create dissension among the 
Lichchhavi tribesmen. The master agent in his employ was reputed to be 
a shrewd brahman minister. Pretending to be persona non grata in the 
Magadlia court, he gained the confidence of the tribal nobles and began 
circulating stories of In's own invention desigr.ed to create bad feeling 
among tliem. Ultimately he was successful in sabotaging the assembly of 
the republic. Rut the real menace to the tribal community was less Maga- 
dhan imperialism than the new modes of production that called for new 
agencies of control and sharpened consciousness of the class divisions 
underlying the old societies. 

The great Mauryan minister Kautalya and, later, the emperor Ashoka, 
were at least indirectly concerned with expanding the categories of political 
speculation to meet the needs of empire and the realities of the age. Kau- 
talya wished his king to represent the political unity of the people — a unity 
that transcended the inirticular interests and varying status of the different 
sectors of society.^ The person of the king is distinguished from lha# of 
his subjects not simply because the king represents the collective pur- 
poses of society (this is true also of the tribal leader) but1)ccausc he is 
that which the diver.se elements of society share. The new and positive 
functions of the king arc reflected in such statements as “the king is maker 
of his age,’’ which liegiii to apjjcar in the brahman literature of the time. 
For the brahman, the state represented a means of ensuring his own social 
position. He had as much, if not more, to gain from the .substitution of a 
ca.stc hierarchy for aristocratic tribal values. In the older society his status 
had never heeii secure. From the vantage point of the state, caste made 
possible social integration along functional lines, thoroughly rationalized 
through the elaboration of the idea (already present in tribal society) of 
inherited guilt. 

The “individualizing” of anxiety was the product of the changes we 
have mentioned in our di.scussion of the Buddha, but it is perhaps worth 
remarking on the beginnings of a .sense of the distinction between the goals 
of society and tho.se of the individual, which encouraged the development 
of the concept of the private individual — an idea that appears to have been 
related to the appearance of the bureaucratic state in other cultures as 
well. When kinship could no longer provide the basis of social regulation, 
legal institutions evolved to suj^pleniciit the communal bonds of the tribe. 
Functional differentiation requires the recognition of private areas of 
interest legitimate in their own right — ^goals not necessarily those of the 
larger society. If these are to be effectively implemented, private sectors 

t “A multitude of men are made one person, when they are by one man, or one 
per.son, represented. . . . For it is the unity of the representer, not the unity of the 
represented, that maketh the person one:* (Hobbes, Leviathan, Part I, chap. 16.) 
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must enjoy institutional rights. Such claims are, in effect, a restriction on 
the exercise of public authority. 

We have thus far considered two efforts to cope with the prob- 
lems of an age of great social change. The first took the form of an 
attempt to overcome the separation of the perceiving subject from the 
perceived object. But Kautalya’s state, in its dependence on the hierarchi- 
cal division of labor, must itself contribute to this feeling of alienation. New 
controls over the environment sharpened the distinction between physical 
necessity and necessity that is created by man. We may surmise that men 
began to conclude that remaking the world was within the realm of pos- 
sibility. The ancient belief in the cyclical periodicity of time, the eternal 
return, was modified or displaced altogether by a sense of continuity and 
development approximating a historical attitude. Accumulated wealth 
and the military power and administrative efficiency it made possible could 
now be used for achieving ambitious, long-range political and social goals. 
The great man is, in fact, the great organizer. He creates the very condi- 
tions that make the hero obsolete, for he imposes an order that limits the 
unpredictable contingencies against which the hero struggles. The hero 
was made by his age ; the organizer is the maker of his age. Men can now 
do things that earlier could be accomplished only by the gods.*^ 

Possibly the most basic of all politicijl problems concerns the extent to 
which conflict may be permitted in a society. It was the practical necessity 
to integrate (lifferent tribal, linguistic, and religious backgrounds that was 
the most immediate concern of Ashoka Maurya Like the Romans con- 
fronted with the tasks of imperial administration, he was compelled to 
find a set of universalistic principles that could be the basis of govern- 
mental policy and social coordination. (When the state v'^as consolidated, 
this coordination could be based on the functional differentiation of the 
Brahmanical caste theory.) For this reason Ashoka sought, in a sense, 
to combine the Buddhist etlyc with the administrative system of Kautalya. 
He was not primarily concerned, as his grandfather had been, with 
the mobilization of power resources. Most of India acknowledged nis 
suzerainty. Ashoka wished to establish what might be called an educative 
state — a stale that would take an active role in inculcating certain ethical 
tenets in its subjects. The dangers implicit in this caesaropapism have 
been commented upon. The illustrious emperor probably understood that, 
as a jurist has put it, “transpersonalized power is economical of the use 
of force, and that Brahmanism was too closely linked to the caste struc- 
ture to be able to inspire a sense of social responsibility and the common 
conviction capable of transforming power into authority by relating it to 
ethical principles. The ambitions of the imperial Guptas were more 
modest; the Gupta kings were generally content to see themselves as 
mediators of the various interests that composed society. The task of 
integration was left to the castes. 

^This rudimentary historical consciousness, which is suggested in the Artha- 
shastra of Kautalya, would later disappear with the ascendance of the village economy, 
practically self-sufficient and mirroring the natural cycle. Only the occasional mer- 
chant with the need to keep accounts bothered himself with dates that went beyond 
the year itself. 
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Caste was the third response to what we have elsewhere called the 
tribal trauma. The most positive expression of the values basic to the 
c&ste structure is to be found in that bible of Hinduism, the Bhagavad 
Gita, In one sense the poem may be understood as an attempt to retain 
the purity of the act — to prevent the kshatriya heroic ideal from develop- 
ing into t conception of egoistic man. Though it seems to teach that 
actions are not to be transformed into objects (the “fruits of action’'), it 
does in fact fuse act and object in that what one does is related directly to 
what one is. A man who is a warrior by birth must find his fulfillment in 
the battle. The demands of duty are foremost. Part of the difficulty of 
interpretation lies in the fact that the Gita concentrates on kshatriya ob- 
ligation and thus emphasizes the risks that are implicit in life (i.e., in the 
warrior’s role). In action man becomes a “subject” rather than the object 
of someone else. Krishna, the “divine charioteer,” is concerned with easing 
the conscience of a knight whose disgust at the seemingly pointless ravages 
of war causes him to hesitate on the eve of battle. Hut he is a kshatriya ; 
his identity in this life is fixed. He is the object of his past. Conduct is 
made the expression of a preordained mode of life. 

The changes in social organization, the increase in economic oppor- 
tunities, the new conceptions of personal responsibility, and the like, would 
be expected to affect the manner in which that most basic of human prob- 
lems, the problem of suffering, is articulated and evaluated. The 'un- 
righteous prosper : why should this be ? Suffering found i^s explanation 
in the belief that no man is innocent, for if he were he would not exist as 
an earthly being. lie carries the weight of the transgressions of his earlier 
lives, and his sinful actions in this life will be punished in the next. There 
was at least the cold comfort of knowing that the wicked could not escai)e 
punishment. And in the ancient tribal solidarities each man, though never 
so preoccupied with the question of sin, was made to bear the burden of the 
actions of all the members of the clan. The concepts of the individual and 
history had taken a peculiar turn to leave man answerable for actions com- 
mitted in the earlier lives of the soul. And he w^as rendered powerless by 
the belief that social institutions existed as the only possible remedy for 
man’s sin. It would appear that religious, philosophical, and ideological 
symbolization, complex and “total” as it was, allowed man no flexibility 
in self- and social-image, no opportunity to break out of the cultic pattern 
and create a symbolism detached, in part at least, from this mythical, re- 
ligious, or historical reality, a symbolism that is the work of the free 
imagination and is capabli* of projecting new combinations of images.* 

One historian of Indian social thought has remarked that “India has 
always displayed an emotional flow and vibration which, on the whole, mili- 
tates against rigidity of discipline and organization. If in one or two 
spheres organization was attempted on a scale unknown in the West, there 
were whole departments of life that were left unorganized. Here culture 

* Erich Kalilcr calls this “ascending symbolism’* and distinguishes it from the 
symbolism that descends “from a prior and higher reality, a reality determining, and 
therefore superior to, its symbolic meaning.” ("The Nature of the Symbol,” in May 
[ 261 ].) 
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was embodied in institutions to a far lesser degree than in Europe. Social 
thought is more diffuse and less exact and systematic than in the West.”® 
We find much the same assessment of Indian polity in the writings of 
Aurobindo, who maintained that it reflects the vigorous and natural com- 
munal life freely incorporated into the large political structures that had 
emerged by the fourth century b.c. 

This spontaneous principle of life was respected by the age of growing 
intellectual culture. The Indian thinkers on society, economics, and 
politics, Dharmashastra and Arthashastra, made it their business not 
to construct ideals and systems of society and government in the ab- 
stract intelligence, but to understand and regulate by the communal 
mind and life, and to develop, fix, and harmonize without destroying 
the original elements, and whatever new element or idea was needed 
was added or introduced as a superstructure or a modifying but not 
a revolutionary and destructive principle. 

Accordingly, India has not been productive of experiments involving the 
overthrow of traditional social devices, and the great cornerstone of the 
modern West — the idea of progress — ^lias not taken a similarly idealistic 
and social form. Change was conceived in terms of a gradual evolution of 
custom “conservative of the principle of settled order, of social and political 
pre^'edent, of established framework and structure.”® 

These evaluations have been included to help balance the record ; they 
represent interpretations not usually found in studies by Western writers. 
They have much to commend them and they point up the limitations of a 
strictly political analysis, but a description of the more positive aspects of 
Indian cultural life in terms of “emotional flow and vibration” must not 
be allowed to obscure the limitations imposed on expression by the caste 
system and the consequent stifling of opportunities for .social advancement 
on the basis of talent and achievement. To .say that culture finds its em- 
bodiment more commonly in other than institutional forms is to ignore, 
with slim justification, the pervasive influence of caste and to give too 
much emphasis to individual forms of religious expression and commit-: 
ment. Law became a system of detailed status-differentiated prescriptions 
and prohibitions based on these differing capabilities. The legal code, which 
depended on the coercive power of the king for its enforcement, was ration- 
alized as the safeguard of the moral order ; it insured the hierarchy of social 
duties — duties which, if performed faithfully and effectively, ultimately 
qualified men for those disciplines leading to spiritual emancipation. 

We look in vain for ethical universalism in “official” legal and social 
theory : Hindu monarchy was government under law in a certain sense, 
but this was not law as the Western tradition has come to know it. At 
the apex of the structure, enshrined in immunities and privileges pro- 
tected by the law codes and by tradition, was the brahman. This authority, 
according to the theory, could not be considered an encroachment on the 
freedom of the other orders. of society. For it is through the exercise 
of brahman authority that the individual is established in those modes of 
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life that makeipossible his ultimate salvation — which is more highly valued 
than freedom as such. 

Studies of African political organizations in transition from relatively 
homogeneous tribal organization to centralized administrative systems 
appear to. indicate that economic and cultural heterogeneity (an increas- 
ingly prominent feature of Indian society in the period that has concerned 
us here) is frequently associated with a statelike form of political organiza- 
tion. Centralized authority provides a framework for the accommodation 
of diverse peoples, and if economic and cultural differences are consider- 
able, a class system will usually result.^ Where class is combined with an 
ideology that rationalizes completely the hierarchy of status, different 
groups may live in peaceful proximity without the need for a strong central 
authority to ensure order and arbitrate differences arising among them. 
For all the criticism of the systeiii, implied and otherwise, it was caste 
and the village, rather than the ])olitical and administrative organization, 
that during most of India’s history preserved the integrity of her culture 
and made possible the absorption of alien elements. A remarkable and, 
indeed, almost unmatched attribute of early Indian society was the tolera- 
tion shown by the Hindu to diverse traditions and outlooks.'* Most tradi- 
tional societies have been characterized by an aversion to that which varied 
from the orthodox, and even in secular societies it is difficult to find greiitcr 
])Owers of cultural absorjition than India possessed. Such hospitality has 
been her strength as well as her undoing. Kespect for and Welight in dif- 
ferences arc still the charm of India. 

Rarely in Indiati history was there a concentration of authority at the 
center; authority was located in caste custom, guild, religious tradition, 
the teacliing and example of the sage, and the village council, as well as in 
provhicial and central governments. Throughout Indian history, the basic 
unit of administration was the village. Hindu law exhibits great respect 
for local variance in custom and tradition, allowing a remarkable autonomy 
to the village and the corporation, "riiis is the virtue that Aurobindo and 
others have justly emphasized. Intervention by the central government 
might be necessary when these organizations were unable to settle internal 
disputes or problems arising from contact with other associations. Com- 
munal self-government was, as a rule, successfully combined with political 
stability, and the structure flourished for a longer period than any other. 

Two of the three responses to the disintegration of tribal values empha- 

This toleration is related to caste organization in interesting ways — one of 
which was noted by Alexis de Tocqueville in a manuscript on India tlmt occupied 
liim intermittently between 1840 and 1843. (The draft of the projected book, edited 
by Andre Jardiii, will be included in the collection of Tocqucville's works and papers 
now being preparetl for publication by J. P. Mayer and others.) In this study Toeque- 
vilic remarks that 'Trahmanism is at the same time the most absorptive and the 
most tolerant religion. This is easily explained when one notes that it is a religion 
of privileges. . . . One belongs to it by right of birth; it is impossible to enter it 
unless one is born within it. So it is impossible to feel hatred towards those whom 
Hrahma has left outside.” The implication of this, as Mayer has noted (Encounter, 
May, 1962), is that proselytism and persecution are closely linked with religious 
conceptions of the common nature of all men and their equality before God. 
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sized types of coordination more appropriate to cultural heterogeneity and 
large territories. One of these may be described as social. Integration :s 
based on social duty, rigidly defined and hierarchically arranged. A man is 
born into a set of obligations ; he knows his place in the total scheme of 
things and will hold to his duties — for their performance is the key to his 
salvation. I'he problem of conflict, for all practical purposes, is solved. 
This type of authority Max Weber called “traditional.” 

The second answer was political. Bureaucratic organization — corps 
of officials with defined {X)litical roles, whose offices are arranged in a 
clear chain of command — enables the state to take an active part in social 
regulation. In such a system rules become basic. The assumption here is 
that there must be an agency of special competence to resolve the con- 
flicts that constantly arise in society. The state represents a more dynamic 
organization than tlie caste structure ; in essence it is a set of procedures for 
dealing with problems, mobilizing resources, and formulating goals. It 
may exist to ensure that each man is permitted to find his salvation in his 
own way, it may dictate the form this salvation takes, or it may subordinate 
individual purposes to those of the state itself. Coordination comes from 
“outside” the community ; the state may take whatever steps are necessary 
to preserve society and regulate the groups that compose it. Weber termed 
this'type of authority “bureaucratic.” The central concepts of bureaucratic 
authority imply a distinction of the political from other social functions. 
Of course political roles exist in “traditional” societies, but integration 
is accomplished by religion and custom. Weber was thinking primarily in 
terms of the rational bureaucracy of the modern state when he developed 
this category. But there are other types of bureaucracy that we may men- 
tion in passing because they provide a transition to the third type of 
authority, charisma, which we have earlier described as “leadership.” 
These charismatic bureaucracies may take patrimonial or totalitarian 
forms. Loyalty is to the perjJon of the leader as well as to the office. The 
ruler is both dux and rex. 

The third solution is psychological and spiritual. It may involve a 
turning away from the world, as in Buddhism, for man cannot find his 
salvation in the things of this world. Or it may seek to transform the 
world in order to make it more amenable to that salvation. The former, 
the more passive “learning” process, is the more common in the East. 
In Western history prophecy took more active forms and has thus had 
more significant implications for political life. But although it could be 
argued that the Buddha has no place in a history of political thought, he is 
in one sense very important. For this withdrawal from the political is 
one of the first expressions of protest, and marks the birth of critical 
philosophy. In the case of the Buddha and of Lao-tse in China" this protest 
took the form of reducing life to its simplest statement, detaching oneself 

* Though his conception of government was far more positive than that of the 
brahmans who sponsored the caste theory, Confucius' teachings may be compared 
with the brahman '‘solution” in that he emphasized standardized conduct : man must 
do what is proper to his station. Kautalya has his counterpart, broadly speaking, in 
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from the worliin order to attain union with the all-embracing, impersonal 
One. 

This questioning of the legitimacy of the old order is often an attempt 
to return to an original purity that had existed before social institutions 
appeared or before they became corrupt. But the basis of legitimacy may 
be no more than the uncommon personal characteristics that arc believed 
to qualify a man to lead or instruct. The prophet or savior “has set his 
personal charisma against [the traditional hierocratic powers of magicians 
or of priests] in order to break their power or force them to his service.”® 
The word charisma means, literally, “gift of grace.” It is, in fact, the 
source of all authority — rooted in that which is extraordinary, which is 
removed from institutional routine. 

The ritual and initiation possess much that is charismatic; they lift 
men from the commonplace world and transport them to the sacred. It 
is this sacred element in tradition that gives it authority. Chance and the 
unpredictable may find a ])lace among the traditions, as for example in 
the symbolic game of dice played between the king and his ministers, in 
which the sacred wager was the wealth of the humblest member of society.® 
The dice game, or any of a number of rituals, dramatizes the fact that cha- 
risma has become objectified and inhabits an office as welt as the person 
who has inherited charisma. The role has been established. Authorjty 
refers to such established roles ; leadership to the creating or exj)anding of 
roles. Charisma is the mysterious quality of leadership, tbo magnetism, 
heroism, or saintliness that inspires a following, the magical element that 
the brahman sought to institutionalize in the sacrifice, tliat the Mauryan 
monarchs hoped to locate in the office of the king, that Inclra ])ersonified 
for the Vedic warrior and that the divine avatar represented for the Hindu 
believer. Our story is ultimately the story of this force — which is, at once, 
power'and authority.® 


. In this study we have observed the extent to which religion, law in 
its several forms, and political speculation were interwoven and served to 
reinforce one another. Indeed, political and social thought can be com- 
prehended only in the light of prevailing belief and religious practice. 
Analyses dealing exclusively with ideas — ^which most commonly are found 
in the brahman literature of mythology, ritual, and religious philosophy, 
or in manuals intended i)riniarily for the instruction of the prince — cannot 
provide the impression of social life that is needed if we are to have more 


the Chinese Realists (or Legalists, as they are usually called). In tiie classical 
world the same dimensions of authority may be found in Plato, in imperial Rome, and 
in the withdrawal philosophies of the Epicureans. But Greek experience also indicates 
that politics may be based on persuasion, just as the excesses of the Ch’in state sug- 
gest that domination is at times based only on naked power. 

^ This distinction may provide the major clue to the reconciliation of Machiavelli’s 
Discourses with The Prince. The former is concerned with the preservation of civil 
society once it is established, whereas the latter is preoccupied with the founding of 
the state and the creation of authority. 
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than a catalogue of concepts and theories. We have therefore been led to 
consider social institutions and ideologies, economic developments and 
political structures, as well as religious values, in an effort to arrive at a 
more complete picture of Indian society and a realistic appraisal of Indian 
thought about man, his obligations to himself and his fellows, and par- 
ticularly the authorities to which he submits himself. It has been a journey 
down a Ganges — its upper reaches the ancient heroic myth, the waters 
deepening as we reach the elaborate systems of the brahmans. Many tribu- 
taries join the sacred river ; its surface becomes rough. We pass the great 
city of Pataliputra, and at length find ourselves in the broad marshland 
of Hinduism. The shore is indistinct and we are at times in danger of 
losing our bearings. 

Now that this expedition is completed, a few concluding remarks may 
be useful in bringing together the major ideas that have appeared and 
reappeared along the way. Whether the people of ancient India were 
consistently guided by these principles is not our immediate concern. We 
are interested primarily in the ideals of conduct of king and subject and 
of the ordering of social relationships that were thought to be most worth 
attaining. 

The brahmacharin ashrama was intended to instruct man in the dis- 
cipline of his senses and to give him an awareness of the values that tran- 
scend worldly experience with its deceptions and material goals. It was 
not the preparation for a life devoted to social melioration. Nor was it 
an atmosphere to encourage the skeptical and analytical frame of mind. 
And yet because the spiritual ideal could be realized only after obligations 
had been met, and because these duties implied a social life that must be 
protected against the predatory and anarchical bent of human nature, the 
body of social speculation is not as slight as might be supposed. The forces 
operative in Indian social life produced institutional forms that have no 
exact counterpart in the W-est, but these forces were by no means unique 
in historical experience and we discover an appreciation of the role of 
economic factors and the general phenomenon of power. Religious belief 
lent a high color to social commentary, but this does not justify the argu- 
ment of so many European observers that the Indian spirit was insensitive 
to the more prosaic requirements of human existence and provided no 
secular treatise comparable in any way to those produced in the West. 

There is, as I have sought to indicate, a thorough rationale of society 
and the state, though religion often hinders the development of a system- 
atic philosophy of government. The great bulk of social thought was 
meant not to challenge the existing order, but only to justify and explain. 
Whereas Western theory has been interlaced with utopian philosophies 
inspired by the wish to bring the kingdom of God to earth or by the wish 
for a more equitable distribution of the world’s goods, the peculiar com- 
plex of Indian thought, with karma and samsara securing the values that 
legitimated institutions, impeded any thoroughgoing reconsideration of 
the bases of authority and obligation. Neither Buddhist thought nor 
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Mauryan administrative theory succeeded in establishing alternative nbrms 
capable of challenging Brahmanism. 

Political speculation is essentially Aryan ; by comparison the contri- 
bution of non-Aryan peoples to the corpus of political ideas is small. This 
theory is concerned almost exclusively with the monarchical form of gov- 
ernment. Rarely do we find an attempt to evaluate the relative merits of 
kingdom and republic. The ancient theorists comprehended many of the 
elements that compose the state and arc central to a definition of sov- 
ereignty# But we cannot assume that such a term as “rashtra” is the 
equivalent of the abstract idea of the stale that we employ. 

The state in early India was believed to be instrumental to the attain- 
ment of the spiritual goal. This ultimate pur])Ose was itself so conceived 
as to presuppose an elite responsible for defining and interpreting the 
values that ordered the world and regulated even the actions of the king. 
This elite maintained its purity by remaining more or less apart from 
political life, which was tainted by the sin inherent in political and military 
roles. But the brahman might serve as the king’s adviser and involve 
himself indirectly in governmental functions, for the state represented a 
concentration of power that could too easily become its own justification. 
This general aloofness of the priests and the jealous guarding of their own 
purity may help account for their toleration of the moral ambiguities tliat 
characterized the institutions that governed lesser men — institutions them- 
selves dictated by the imperfection of the lower orders. It Soma who 
was the true king of the brahmans. 

The king’s function was not simply negative. He must seek to translate 
the dharmic code into terms appropriate to the age. This relativism has 
its most dramatic expression in the ])owerful figure of the sinful Indra 
and the seemingly self-contradictory Krishna. The dharma of the indi- 
viduab as the sacred texts reiterate, is linked with rajadharma: the king’s 
own duties arc the keystone of the system. But the king is compromised 
by the nature of this very duty ; only by giving to the braliman and per- 
forming the sacrifice is he cleansed. As early as the period of the Upani- 
shads the prosperity of the people implied moral as well as material wel- 
fare. In the Chandogya Vpanishad a king remarks on the righteousness 
of his subjects and api)ears to take personal credit for the virtuous behavior 
that distinguishes his realm.’’^ Jayaswal sees in this an early statement of 
the axiom that the king is the maker of his age, responsible for the moral 
condition of his subjects.” I fis task of preserving dharma committed him 
to maintaining the caste order, which was itself based on the moral author- 
ity and spiritual supremacy of the brahman. Though the king assumed a 
moral function, he was himself subject to the sacred tradition. And the 
spokesman for this sovereign tradition was the brahman. 

In Hindu political speculation, duty occupies the central position that 
in European liberal thought belongs to concei)tions of natural rights and 
freedom. The psychological sensationalism at the root of Locke’s theory 
of individualism would not find much encouragement in a philosophical 
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setting that limited the validity of sense experience and stressed the im- 
portance of escape from personality through the renunciation of desire and 
the fruits of action. The essential weakness in the Hindu theory of the 
state is its failure to provide any very searching analysis of the relation 
between government and the governed. One explanation for the infrequent 
reference to the rights of subjects is the fact that most of the political litera- 
ture was composed expressly for the governing class. More important, 
the relation of the state to the stratified dharmic order pre-empted any 
consideration of human rights as the West understands the problem. The 
doctrine of transmigration and karma and the devaluation of mundane 
experience could result only in the subordination of the individual. Rights 
in this world were as nothing when measured against the requirements of 
eternal salvation, and freedom, which was conceived as the escape from 
the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth, could be attained only through the 
faithful discharge of duties. There was no sanguine faith in a natural iden- 
tity of interests. Caste was the means for reconciling individual self-interest 
with broader social needs. Without the institutions of caste and state, 
human life would be like that of the animals of the jungle, the strong de- 
vouring the weak. In positing self-interest as the basic psychological fact, 
and in constructing authority as a negative restraint on antisocial expres- 
sipn, Hindu theory may be likened to several schools of Western political 
thought. 

The egalitarian ideal, save possibly for Buddhist thought, never asserted 
itself in Indian thought as it did in the West. As in the case of civil rights, 
so also with the more specific rights of the citizen : the concept of “citizen- 
ship** had little meaning in Hindu society. For all practical purposes we 
are justified in saying that civil obligation rather than civil right formed 
the basis of the relation of state and subject. We must never look past the 
fact, however, that there always existed for the Hindu, as for the Western 
liberal, a criterion above the state by which its actions could be judged. 
It was not the idea of the sanctity of the individual personality or the asso- 
ciation ; it was sacred law and tradition. 

Though not concerned with the rights of men, except the right to 
pursue that which is necessary to salvation, Hindu political thought does 
share with the natural rights theory the idea of contract and the belief that 
power must be limited. The contract theory is never elaborated beyond 
the most basic statement and the people are rarely party to the contract, 
but that it played a key role in Hindu polity cannot be denied. Authority 
was based on both function and status^ — ^the former finding its symbolic 
expression in the contractual exchange of allegiance for protection or in 
the differentiation of roles in the performance of the sacrifice, the latter 
in such images as the division of the primeval person of Purusha to form 
the various orders of society from the different parts of the body of this 
original man. This division of the organism suggests the close relation of 
status to function. Though the hymn does not stress this, the creation of 
the warrior from the arm of Purusha indicates as much about the function 
of the warrior as creation from the feet tells us about the status of the 
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shudra. It is this intimate relation of status and function that keepi the 
theory conservative. Hindu thought assumes that there is a peculiar 
brahman mentality, a shudra mind, and so forth, and that the basic social 
group is composed of those of similar mental configuration. The caste 
system- — the fundamental sociological context of Hindu polity — maimed at 
providing the individual with a milieu of like minds in which to fulfill the 
obligations of his social station. There is, in Brahmanical theory, the 
rationale of status in terms of character, and we are told that before the 
fall froniigrace all men were brahmans. The ethical life is dependent on 
knowledge of the Veda, nnd men whose energies are devoted exclusively 
to material pursuits have neither the opportunity nor the ability to pursue 
this sacred learning. Thus was the brahman intelligentsia able to establish 
itself in an almost impregnable position at the summit of the social hier- 
archy. 

Still, the brahmans were themselves restricted in the creative use of 
their intellectual abilities. They were the interpreters of the sacred tra- 
dition ; only indirectly did they exercise a legislative function. In certain 
important respects brahman theory recalls the political philosophy of 
Thomas Aquinas, although in relating the origin of political institutions to 
man’s sinful nature it more closely resembles earlier medieval political 
ideas. For both St. Thomas and orthodox Indian thinkers, society is cotfi- 
structed on the fundamental differences in the practical talents of men. 
The political relationship is justified in terms of these differeitces — ^a sub- 
jectio civilis necessary for the attainment of the common good.*^ 

In both theories the state was charged with maintaining security, pro- 
moting a minimum standard of morality, and protecting religion. The 
task of positive law, where it was recognized in brahman theory, was to 
realize in concrete terms the higher moral law. The sacred law of the 
brahmans, however, was not based on a universal ethic of the type we 
find in Christian thought, nor do we find the emphasis on the need to 
administer higher law in the interest of the common good that is a feature 
of.Thomistic theory. The actions of the ruler were circumscribed by ob- 
jective moral law. Because government existed to fulfill a trust, the depo- 
sition of a tyrant might be legitimate. As in the argument of Aquinas the 
spiritual goal of man is higher than his temporal ends. For this reason the 
spiritual sword, though coordinate with the secular, is the more exalted. 
Because man’s purpose is ultimately spiritual, the temporal sphere of 
authority can never be completely independent of the representatives of 
religion. 

The peculiar distribution of wealth, fighting power, and intellectual 
eminence obstructed the growth of the type of aristocracy common to many 
ancient polities. The power of the brahman class was due more to its 
control over culture than to its material position or its influence exercised 
through the ministries. To term the Hindu state a theocracy would be 

PThe two summas differ in that Brahmanism conceives of this subordination 
as crucial to the salvation of the individual. 



300 


The Forms of Authority 

to suggest its sectarian foundation on dogma and an identification of 
magistrate and priest. This was not the case, though a strcAig bond existed 
in theory between the brahman and kshatriya classes. Prosperity could 
result only if the two classes cooperated closely with one another. If the 
alliance should break, eternal confusion would be the result. 

The great Mauryan empire of Chandragupta and Ashoka was rein- 
carnated under the Guptas, and from time to time in the history of ancient 
India power was consolidated according to the grand design of Kautalya. 
At length the peninsula succumbed to the Sultanate, but Hindu culture 
survived in the apparently invincible institutions of caste and village. From 
the point of view of the modern world, the price of this strength was high. 
The tragedy of India is that it became a land where tragedy had become 
irrelevant. The depoliticizing of society through the penance ideology of 
caste subverted that most human of all urges, the wish for a better life in 
this world. The image of Utopia, the earthly kingdom of God, had no 
place in a culture resigned to an imperfect world. Aspiration and anticipa- 
tion were relevant only to the future life of the soul. Thus was hope 
diverted. 

Today the Indian state is as new as it was in Kautalya’s time. And 
it is as old as all states must be in an age when sovereignty has proven an 
inadequate answer to the organizational requirements of security and 
peace. A solution as creative as that put forth in the Arthashastra is needed 
if the amoral tribalism of our century is not to end in the mutual destruc- 
tion of peoples. At least in the struggle of the fishes, the image beloved of 
brahman theorists, the big fish survived. Now the big will be the first to 
go. But the political answer must be accompanied and reinforced by such 
truly radical programs as that of the Buddha, which would free the indi- 
vidual from the alienation that tortures the self and makes of freedom a 
mockery. 
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APPENDIX 


The Mudraral{shasa — the Web of Diplomacy^ 


The Mudraraksasa of Visakhadatta belongs to the imperial Gupta era, 
but its subject is the technique of Mauryan diplomacy. We can accept it 
as throwing light on botli periods, for It undoubtedly reads Gupta experi- 
ence into a Maur)ran context. 

The central theme of the Mudrarakshasa is the Mauryan king’s attempt 
to win over the chief minister of the deposed Nanda regime. Two master- 
minds, Chanakya (Kautalya) and Kakshasa, are pitted against one an- 
other. Kaulalya has succeeded in installing the young Mauryan prince, 
Chandragupta, on the throne, but the structure of authority is still shaky. 
Stability evidently depends on harnessing the talents of Rakshasa (note 
the inclusion of his name in the play’s title) to the service of Chandragupta 
Maurya. The schemes employed by Kautalya are elaborate, subtle, and 
amoral ; they give a good idea of Mauryan-Gupta diplomatic intrigue. This 
purely political play is anything but politically pure. In its exclusive con- 
cern with politics, it differs from most Sanskrit dramas. The nuances of 
the more delicate sentiments of love find almost no place in the work. The 
plot is contrived and complex, but the dialectical development of the play 
is absorbing and the dialogue has a clarity and vigor befitting its theme. 
The ironic nature of the ultimate choice that confronts Rakshasa can be 
as readily appreciated today as it was in the day of the Gupta court. The 
Mudrarakshasa belongs to the category mtaka ; i.c., it fulfills a set of rigid 
stnictural requirements. For example, the major characters speak in clas- 
sical Sanskrit, and the minor roles are expressed through Prakrit dialects. 

In his introduction to the drama, M. R. Kale, the translator, sums up 
the important points in the plot’s development: the acquisition of Rak- 
shasa’s ring by Chanakya ; the forged letter ; the imprisonment of Raksha- 
sa’s friend Chandanadasa (who has been sheltering the family of Rakshasa, 
the latter having fled the city) ; the faked rescue of Rakshasa’s friend 
Shakatadasa from execution and the admission of Siddharthaka, Cha- 
nakya’s spy, into the service of Rakshasa; the feigned quarrel between 
Chanakya and his prince ; the arousing of suspicion in the mind of the 
Nanda prince, Malayakctu, against his minister Raksliasa, and the rupture 

^Abridged from M. R. Kale (transL), The Mudraraksasa by Visakhadatta, 
Bombay, 1900. 
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of thjir relationship; the unjust murder of the five Mleccha (foreign) 
princes ; Malayakelu’s determination to wage war against ^"handragupta ; 
his defeat ; the determination of Rakshasa to give himself up to the Mahr- 
yas in order to save his friend Chandanadasa ; the report of the mysterious 
man in the grove about the imminent execution of Chandanadasa; and 
finally Rakshasa’s reluctant consent to become Chandragupta Maurya’s 
minister — with the consequent release of Chandanadasa (the perfect 
friend), the restoring of Malayakctu to his paternal territory, and the 
freeing of Chanakya for the life of an ascetic. 

The ])lay covers a year’s time. The action does not begin until after 
the recital of a benediction and a contrivance that sets the stage for the 
intrigue to follow. 

MANAGER : Eiiough of proHxity. I have been asked by the audience to 
present a new drama, ‘Mudrarakshasa* by name, a composition by the poet 
Vishakhadatta, grandson of the tributary prince Vatesvaradatta and the 
son of Prithii, bearing the title of Maharaja. Surely, I too, who am now 
performing before an audience knowing the excellence of poetry, feel very 
great satisfaction. For, 

Cultivation of seeds sown by even a foolish person when bestowed 
upon a good field bears fruit. . . . 

*I will therefore first go home, and having called my consort, will com- 
mence singii^ with the inmates of the house. . . . Holla, what do I see 
here? There seems to be a festival. . . . 

Here is a woman fetching water ; here is one pounding aromatic herbs ; 
and here is another stringing together garlands. . . . 

Well, T will call my wife and ask her. 

O you, who are meritorious, who are an abode of expedients, who 
bring about the three objects of existence which are the cause of the sta- 
bility of worldly life, . . . come here quickly. 

ACTRESS (e ntcring) : Here am I, my lord. May your honor favor me 
with your command. 

MANAGER I Lady, let aside for a moment the entriisting-with-my-coni- 
mand. Tell me — has our family been favored by you by having invited 
venerable brahmans? Or have welcome guests come to our house, that 
there are these special preparations of meals ? 

ACTRESS : My lord, the worthy brahmans have been invited by me. 

MANAGER : Tell me for what reason. 

ACTRESS : Because they say the moon is to be eclipsed. 

MANAGER I Lady, who says so ? 

ACTRESS : Such, indeed, is the talk among the townsfolk. 

MANAGER : Lady, I have spent some labor on the science of astronomy 
with its 64 branches ; therefore let your preparation of meals in honor of 
the worthy brahmans proceed ; as for the eclipse of the moon, you are de- 
ceived by some one. For, see. 

That well-known Ketu, the malignant planet, wishes perforce to attack 
the moon having the full orb; (voice behind the curtain: Who is he 
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that, while I livjc, wishes to overpower Chandra P^) — but the union (uear) 
Budha [Mercury] saves him. 

ACTRKSS : But my lord, who is this that, being a denizen of the earth, 
desires to save the moon from the attack of the planet ? 

MANAGER : My lady, to tell you the truth, I too did not observe him. 
Well, being attentive again, I shall mark the manifestation of his voice. 
(voice repeats — That malignant planet . . .) 

VOICE {behind the curtains) : Ah ! who is he that desires to attack 
Chandragupta while I am alive ? 

MANAGER I Ah, I see. It is Kautalya. 

(actress gesticulates fear.) 

MANAGER I This is that Kautalya of perverse intellect, by whom the 
race of the Nandas was, perforce, burnt up in the fire of his wrath. . . . 
He understands that there is to be an attack by the enemy on the moon- 
like Maiirya who bears the same name [Chandra]. 

Let us therefore go away hence. 

ACT I 

ciiANAKYA: . . . The nine Nandas have been eradicated like SO many 
heart-diseases of the Earth ; sovereignly has been made firm-footed in tjie 
case of Maurya like a lotus-plant in a lake ; and the two-fold well-deserved 
fruit of the two things, anger and love, has been equally meircd out with 
a careful mind to the foe and the friend. 

Or rather, so long as Rakshasa has not been won over, how can the 
race of Nanda be sai(l to be extirpated, or what stability has been given to 
the sovereignty of Chandragupta ? {Thinking.) O! how unsurpassable 
is the excellence of devotion of Rakshasa to the house of Nanda ! . . . 
Noble, very noble, oh minister Rakshasa ; praiseworthy, O learned brah- 
man ; well done, oh you Brihaspati-like minister, well done ! For, 

These [ordinary] people serve their lord (so long as he is) not de- 
prived of his sovereignty, for the sake of gain . . . but rarely are to be 
found those blessed persons of your type, who undertake the responsibility 
of duty out of disinterested devotion, remembering past favors, even after 
the utter destruction of their master. 

... (I) am making an effort, as much as I can, to secure him. How 
is that ? In the first place this (has been done). A scandal is caused to be 
circulated in the world that poor Parvataka, our extremely obliging friend, 
has been killed by Rakshasa by means of a poison-maid (thinking that 
this would do harm to Clianakya). ... I have also employed emissaries 
in various disguises and conversant with various places, dresses, lan- 
guages, manners and modes of dealing, with the desire of knowing the 
people that are attached to or disaffected towards our side or that of the 

2 Kale comments on this reference : “The sense understood by Chanakya is this — 
He of wicked resolve (Rakshasa), accompanied by Ketu (Malayakctu), wishes to 
attack with an army Chandra (-gupta), whose sovereignty is not fully established.” 
Chandra is the word for moon. 
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eneiAy. , . . Thus then, nothing is wanting on our side. • It is only Vri- 
shala [Chandragupta], who, being a monarch entirely dependent on his 
minister, entrusts the responsibility of administering the kingdom to me, 
and always remains apathetic. ... 

{Enter a spy,) 

SPY : . . . there are three persons in the city who have already con- 
ceived affection and a great regard for Rakshasa. . . . (oneis) Jivasiddhi, 
by whom the poison-maid employed by Rakshasa was directed against 
king Parvateshvara. 

CHANAKYA (to himsclf) I This Jivasiddhi is but our spy. {Aloud,) 
Good fellow, who is the second man? 

SPY : Your honor, the second man is a kayastha,® also a friend of Rak- 
shasa, Sakatadasa by name. 

CHANAKYA {with a smtlc, to himself) : A kayastha is a matter of small 
moment. Yet it is not proper to neglect even a small enemy. . . . 

si»Y ; The third man, the second heart as it were of the minister Rak- 
shasa, is the chief of jewellers, Chandanadasa by name, and an inhabitant 
of Pushpapura, in whose house Rakshasa deposited his family and escaped 
from the town. 


ACT II 

{Rakshasa s dwelling. Enter a snake-catcher,) 

SNAKE-CATCHER {to himsclf) I . . . O, woiider ! Seeing Chandra- 
gupta guided by the intellect of Chanakya, I consider the attempt of Rak- 
shasa as futile; considering again (that) Malayaketu (is) aided by the 
counsel of Rakshasa, T look upon Chandragupta as almost deposed from 
his supreme power. For, 

I consider the Royalty of king Maurya as stable, with her form tied 
down by the rope, in the form of the intellect of Kautalya ; but that very 
Royalty I look upon as being snatched away by Rakshasa. . . . 

The bewildered goddess of wealth is surely tired by moving backwards 
and forwards through indecision between these two eminent ministers 
strongly opposed to each other in this case, like a female elephant in a 
large forest between two wild elephants. . . . 

{Enter Rakshasa,) 

RAKSHASA {looking towards the sky, with tears in his eyes) : O ven- 
erable lotus-throned goddess, you are quite incapable of appreciating 
merits. For, 

Tell me why you, having discarded His Majesty Nanda, though a 
source of delight, have become attached to his enemy, the son of Maurya? 
Why, oh fickle one, did you not vanish forever at that time, like the line 
of ichor-water disappearing at the death of a scent-elephant? ... Or 
rather (why should I blame you ?) ; the mind of elderly ladies, which by 


3 A member of the caste of scribes. 
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nature is as fickle as the edge of a kasha flower, is averse to appreciate 
the merits of men. . . . 

(On reading a poem of the snake-catcher, Rakshasa realizes that the 
charmer is in fact one of his spies. The spy relates the many reverses the 
Nandas hai>e suffered.) 

VIRADHAGUPTA, the Spy : Minister, he [a pro-Nanda physician] had 
prepared a medicine mixed with powder of magical virtue for Chandra- 
gupta ; but the villainous Chanakya happening to examine it, observed a 
change of color in a gold plate, and said to Chandragupta — ^Vrishala, this 
medicine is poisoned ; you should not drink it. 

RAKSHASA : He is a wily fellow indeed. What of the physician ? 

VIRADHAGUPTA : He was compelled to drink the same medicine, and 
died. 


rakshasa: . . . And what news of Bibhatsaka? . . . 

VIRADHAGUPTA: Minister, . . . That wicked soul, the cursed Cha- 
nakya, entered the bed-chamber before Chandragupta’s entry, when, the 
very moment, casting a searching look about, he noticed a line of ants with 
particles of food in their mouths issuing from some crevice in the wall, 
whence concluding that there were men hidden in the interior of the house, 
he ordered the bed-chamber to be set on fire. As it was burning, all those, 
Bibhatsaka and others, with their eyes obstructed by smoke, oould not find 
the outlet through which they had previously arranged to make their exits, 
and being enveloped in flames, perished. 


RAKSHASA : Friend Viradhagupta, go on with the remainder of your 
tale. 

VIRADHAGUPTA : . . . This is what has come to light. . . . Chandra- 
gupta has got angry with Chanakya ever since Malayaketu's escape. Chan- 
akya, of course, in his extreme arrogance does not bear this, and pains the 
heart of Chandragupta with various acts of disobedience. . . . 

RAKSHASA {delighted) : Friend Viradhagupta, go again to Kusuma- 
pura in this very disguise as a snake-charmer. There lives a dear friend of 
mine, Stanakalasha by name, disguised as a bard. Tell him in my name 
that as Chanakya will be committing acts of disobedience, he should praise 
Chandragupta with stanzas calculated to excite his jealousy. . . . 

ACT III 

{Kusumapura. The chamberlain comments on Chandragupta.) 

chamberlain: . . . Make haste, friends. His majesty Chandragupta 
is at the gates. He, 

Who being strong-minded, has resolved to bear aloft even in his prime 
of youth that very yoke of the earth, which though heavy was for a long 
time borne by his experienced and able father, who did not step amiss 
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even to rough paths on account of his iirm limbs ; he stumbles on account 
of his youthfulness, but bears it lightly. 

{Enter the king.) 

CHANDRAGUPTA {to himself) : Sovereignty is, indeed, a source of great 
uneasiness to a king, who is intent on conforming to the du+Ies of sover- 
eigns. For, 

... It is the advice of my esteemed minister that I should feign a . 
quarrel with him and manage matters independently for some time. I 
accepted it with great difficulty as if it were a sin ; . . . With my mind 
properly guided by his honor I am always independent. For, 

In this world as long as a pupil acts in the right way, he experiences 
no check (from his preceptor) ; when, however, he strays from the proper 
path through infatuation, the preceptor becomes a goad to him; those 
good people therefore, who like to act according to instruction are always 
free from restraint ; we for our part are averse to any independence beyond 
this. 


{Aloud to the chamberlain.) How is it then that the festivities have 
not been commenced in Kusumapura? 

Harlots accompanied by gay beaux skilled in free and clever talk do 
nor grace the streets with their gaits slow on account of the weight of their 
plump hips i nor do the householders . . . partake, along with their con- 
sorts, in the desired festivities falling on the full-moon day. 

CHAMBERLAIN : It is just this. 

CHANDRAGUPTA: What is that? 

CHAMBERLAIN : My lord, this. . . . 

CHANDRAGUPTA : Speak clearly. 

CHAMBERLAIN : The Kaumudi festival has been prohibited. 

CHANDRAGUPTA: Bywhom? 

CHAMBERLAIN : My lord, beyond this I am not able to say. 

CHANDRAGUPTA : I hope the venerable Chanakya has not deprived the 
spectators of an exceedingly lovely sight. 

CHAMBERLAIN : Sir, who else that loves life can transgress the com- 
mand of Your Majesty? 

{Chandragupta exits, having ordered Chanakya brought before him.) 


CHAMBERLAIN : This is the palace Suganga. Your Honor may gently 
ascend. 

CHANAKYA: O, Vrishala [Chandragupta] is seated on the throne. 
Very good, very good. 

The throne wrested from the Nandas, who treated with scorn even 
Kubera,* has been occupied by Vrishala, the foremost among sovereigns; 
and it has thus been united with a worthy king. These good occurrences 
(brought about by me) produce a very great satisfaction in me. 

* If they scorned even the god of wealth, the Nandas must have been exceedingly 
wealthy. 
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{Approaches Vrishala,) Victory to you, Vrishala. 

CHANDRAcppTA {rising from his seat) : Venerable sir, Chandragupta 
bo^trs to you. {Falls at his feet.) 

CHANAKYA {taking him by the hand) : Rise, child. . . . Vrishala, why 
did you summon me ? 

CHANDRAfcuPTA ! To blcss mysclf with your honor’s sight. 

CHANAKYA {with a smile) : No more compliments, please. Kings do 
not send for their officers without a purpose. 

CHANDRAGUPTA : Sir, what good has your honor in view in forbidding 
the Kaumudi festival ? 

CHANAKYA {with a smile) : You have then summoned me to administer 
a reproof? 

CHANDRAGUPTA : God forbid, God forbid ! No, not at all, only to make 
a respectful representation. 

CHANAKYA: If so, the uncontrolled tastes of those who are to be 
respectfully treated ought by no means to be checked by a pupil. 

chandragupta: It is so; there is no doubt. But your honor never 
does a thing without having some object in view. So there is scope for 
my question. 


CHANAKYA *. Vrishala, listen. In connection with this topic writers on 
politics mention three kinds of administration : (1) that dependent on the 
king, (2) dependent on the minister, (3) and dependent upon both. Now 
what have you, who are entirely dependent upon your minister, to do with 
enquiring into the reasons of a thing — since I who am the responsible 
officer will alone act in this matter? 

{Chandragupta turns away face in anger.) 

(voices behind the curtains.) 

first bard : Whitening the sky with its ashen hue that surpasses the 
brightness of kasha flowers, counteracting the impression of the elephant- 
hide-like space dark with clouds by means of the streaming rays of the 
moon, bearing the bright moon-light like a white garland of skulls and 
displaying its swans like beauteous smiles, may the autumnal season, thus 
unusually accoutred, remove your trouble, like the body of Shiva. . . . 

SECOND bard : O best of kings, some universal sovereigns alone like 
you, who are for mysterious reasons created by the Creator the receptacle 
of pre-eminent valor, who, by their peculiar might, subdue kings having 
a large force of rut-shedding elephants, and who are distinguished by their 
sense of self-esteem and pride, do not put up with the disobedience of their 
command, just as the lords of beasts who for some reason are created by 
the Creator as the store-houses of strength, who by their fierce vigor con- 
quer the rut-shedding leaders of elephant-herds, and whose dignity and 
haughtiness are distinctly manifested, do not bear the breaking of their 
jaws. 

Moreover, 

A lord does not become a lord by the wearing of ornaments, etc. He 
is said to be a lord, like you, whose order is not slighted by others. 
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ci/ANAKYA (to hitHself) : The first is a blessing describing the beau- 
ties of the autumnal season now set in, in the form of the praise of a 
specific deity. What the other is, I do not understand. (After reflecting.) 
Ah, I comprehend it now. It is the design of Rakshasa. You are detected,, 
vile Rakshasa. Be sure Kautal3ra is wide awake. .f 

CHANORAGUPTA : Venerable Vaihinari [the chamberlain] , let a hun- 
dred thousand gold coins be given to these bards. 

CHAMBERLAIN : As your Majesty commands. 

CHANAKYA (angtHy) : Stop, Vaihinari, don’t go. Vrishala, lyhy this 
large expenditure for so paltry a thing? 

CHANDRAGUPTA (tn a roge) : Kingship is like bondage to me, when 
my course of action is thus checked in every case by your honor ; it is not 
like kingship at all. 

CHANAKYA : Vrishala, such evils are but the lot of those kings who do 
not apply themselves to their own duties. If you cannot bear them, apply 
yourself to your duties. 

(Chanakya tells the king that the prohibition of the festival was a 
deliberate defiance of the latter's order, and that — at this time — military 
exercises are more important than festivals. Then he tells Chandragupta 
of those who have gone over to Malayaketu.) 


CHANDRAGUPTA : If the causes of their discontent were known, why 
did not your honor promptly counteract them ? 

CHANAKYA : Vrishala, it was not possible to counteract. 

CHANDRAGUPTA : Why, Owing to want of skill or to some purposes 
in view ? 

CHANAKYA I How could there have been want of skill ? There was a 
special purpose in view. 

CHANDRAGUPTA : Thaf purpose I want to hear now. 

chanakya: Hear it and bear it well in mind. With regard to the 
present matter (I have to observe that) there are two ways of dealing 
with discontented subjects, viz., favor or punishment. In the case of 
Bhadrabhata and Purushadatta who were dismissed from office, to show 
favor would mean to reinstate them. And if such people, who are careless 
of the discharge of duty on account of their addiction to vice, be restored 
to office, they would lead to destruction the whole body of horse and ele- 
phant, the main prop of the realm. . . . The other alternative, too, had 
to be given up. For after our recent acquisition of the realm of the Nan- 
das, had we inflicted severe punishment upon the influential persons who 
were our adherents, we should have been distrusted by the subjects who 
are yet attached to the family of the Nandas. . . . The present is thus the 
time for exertion and not for festivities. . . . 

CHANDRAGUPTA : Sir, I have much to ask in this matter. 

chanakya: Vrishala, a^ without reserve. I too have much to explain. 

CHANDRAGUPTA : Why did you allow Malayaketu, the cause of all this 
mischief, to escape? 
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chanakya: In case he was not allowed to escape, there weifc two 
courses open--%to punish him or to give him half the kingdom as promised. 
To have punished him would have given support to (the supposition) that 
the murder of Parvataka was an act of ingratitude perpetrated by us. On 
the other ba!i?d, had the promised half of the kingdom been given him, the 
only result of the assassination of Parvataka would have been the sin of 
ingratitude. For these reasons I suffered Malayaketu to escape. 

chandragupta: This is your explanation in this case. Then again 
you neglected to take proper steps against Rakshasa who was living here. 
Wliat has your honor to say to this ? 

CHANAKYA : ... If, therefore, he had been allowed to remain in this 
very city, he would have indeed caused great internal trouble. Whereas, 
if he were removed from the city, and then he caused disaffection abroad, 
it would be possible to manage him. He was therefore pulled off even as 
he lived here, like a dart rankling in the heart, and removed to a distance. 
CHANDRAGUPTA .* Sir, why did you not capture him by force ? 
CHANAKYA I He IS Rakshasa, mind you. Had we used violence against 
him, he would have destroyed many of our soldiers, or, found death him- 
self — an unwelcome result in either case. See, 

If being hard-pressed he were to meet with his end, then, O Vrishala, 
you would indeed lose so great a person as he is. . . . He must be v^on 
over with stratagems like an elephant of the forest. 

chandragupta: We are unable to surpass your intelligence. But 
after all Rakshasa is more praiseworthy. 

chanakya {in anger) : "Than you" I should supply. But it must not 
be so. O Vrishala, what has he done? 

chandragupta : If you cannot know it yourself, then hear it from 
me. He, a magnanimous soul. 

Dwelt in the city, which had been captured by us, as long as he liked, 
planting his foot on our neck, and forcibly offered resistance to the procla- 
mation of victory made by our forces. . . . 


chanakya (in anger) : Vrishala, you wish to lord it over me like a 
common servant. 

My hand again runs to loosen the knot of hair though tied up.® 


{Checking his pretended anger.) Vrishala, enough of bandying words. 
If you think Rakshasa is superior to me, give him this sword. {Throws 
down the sword, comments to himself on the king's foolishness, exits.) 

chandragupta: Venerable Vaihinari, let it be proclaimed to the 
subjects that henceforward Chandragupta will rule independently of 
Chanakya. 

chamberlain {to himself) : O, he calls him Chanakya, without any 


^ A threat to retire to the life of an ascetic. 



312 Appendix 

epithet- of respect, and not as revered Chanakya. Alas ! Authority has 
been withdrawn from him. But His Majesty is not to blamoin this matter. 
For, it is the fault of the minister himself if the king does wrong (or does 
not respect the minister). An elephant comes to be censured as a vicious 
animal through the carelessness of the driver. . . . 

CHANDRAGUPTA {to himself) : My mind has, as it were, begun to enter 
the very cavity of the earth though I overstepped the limits of respectful- 
ness by the command of his honor himself. Does not shame rend the hearts 
of those who wantonly slight their preceptors? 

ACT IV 

(Rakshasa in conference with his aides. Eventually Malayaketu ar- 
rives to inquire after Rakshasa's headache — which will not leave until 
Nanda is restored.) 

MALAYAKETU *. Sir, have you found out any weak point of the enemy? 

rakshasa: Yes. 

MALAYAKETU : Of what nature is it ? 

rakshasa: a ministerial one, what else? Chandragupta has fallen 
off from Chanakya. 

'malayaketu : Sir, a weak point arising from the (loss of a) minister 
is no weak ppint. 

rakshasa : A difficulty arising from a minister may be no difficulty in 
the case of other kings ; but with Chandragupta it is so. 


. . . The vile Chandragupta, however, is habitually dependent on 
his minister and is therefore like a blind man unfamiliar with the affairs 
of the world. How will he.be able to resist us by himself? 

The goddess of royalty stands with her legs rigidly placed on a king 
and on a minister when (both of them have) grown too powerful ; being, 
as a woman, unable to sustain her weight she abandons one of them. 

A king who entrusts everything to his minister, if drawn away from 
him, like a suckling child weaned from its mother's breast, will not be 
able to act even for a moment, his intellect not being unfolded on account 
of his inexperience of the affairs of the world. 

MAI.AYAKETU (aside) : I am glad that I don't depend on a minister 
for the management of my affairs. (Aloud.) Although it is so, still when 
there are many reasons for commencing hostilities success is certain in 
the case of one who carefully tries to find out some misfortune of the 
enemy and then assails him. . . . 

ACT V 

(Chanakya has arranged that the Nanda king should learn that it was 
Rakshasa that killed Malayaketu^ s father. The plot becomes exceedingly 
intricate and we are left with no doubts as to the competence and subtlety 
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oj Kautalya. At the end of the act Malayaketu confronts Rakshasa with 
the condemning eindence.) 

* MALAYAKETU {pointing to the forged letter, and a box of ornaments) : 
And what is this here? 

RAKSHA.*^ {tearfully) : The wanton play of fate. For, 

It is the l^rand work of that fate, the frustrator of men's exertions, 
which, the accursed one, destroyed those kings who were the proper 
judges of men, and who, masters as they were, being grateful and of re- 
fined intellect, did not out of affection regard me as different from a son 
although there was the relation of servitude, which is subject to humilia- 
tion. 

MALAYAKETU {angrily) : You will deny it, calling it the sport of fate 
and not of your greed ! Unrighteous man ! 

O ungrateful one, having employed the (poison) maid, dangerous by 
the use of virulent poison absorbed by her, you formerly consigned my 
father, disposed to trust you, to the domain of history. And now coveting 
the post of (the enemy's) minister, you have commenced, in order to work 
my destruction, to sell me off to the enemy like a steak of flesh. 

RAKSHASA {oside) : This is a pimple on a boil. {Stops his ears; aloud,) 
God forbid, God forbid ! I never set the poison-maid against Parvatesh- 
vara. 

MALAYAKETU ! Wlio then killed my father? 

RAKSHASA : Ask destiny. 

MAT.AYAKETU {angrily) : I should ask destiny, and not Kshapanaka 
Jivasiddhi? 

RAKSHASA {aside) : What? Jivasiddhi too a spy of Chanakya! Alas! 
The enemies have captured my very heart. 

MALAYAKETU {in a rage) : Bhasuraka, give my order to Sekharasena 
thus:-^The five princes, Chitravarman of Kuluta, Simhanada, king of 
Malaya, Pushkaraksha, the Kashmira king, Sushena, king of Sindhu, and 
Meghanada of Persia, having formed a close friendship with Rakshasa, 
wish to gain Chandragupta's favor by designing against our person. Of 
these the first three covet my territory ; they should be taken to a deep 
pit and buried with earth ; the other two who wish to have my elephants 
should be killed by means of an elephant. ... {to Rakshasa) : Go. . . . 
And serve Chandragupta with all your heart. . . . 

ACT VI 

{We learn that Chanakya has captured the Nanda forces. Rakshasa 
is in Pataliputra intent on rescuing his friend Chandanadasa. Chanakya 
has arranged for Rakshasa to hear that his loyal Chandanadasa is about 
to be executed.) 

ACT VII 

{Chandanadasa bids his wife and son farewell.) 

chandanadasa: Dear wife, return now with your son. It is not 
proper to follow me further. 
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{weeping) : You leave, my dear, for the next world, not for a 
distant country. # 

CHANDANADASA : Dear wife, I die for a friend’s sake, and not f&r a 
personal crime. Grieve not therefore. . . . 

WIFE ; I shall be blessed if I follow my lord’s feet (in ^-^th). 


r ' 


{Enter Rakshasa.) 

raksiiasa: . . . Here am I, the man for whose sake thi^ person, 
though worthy of veneration, has incurred thy enmity, he who, the glorious 
one, saving another at the cost of his own life in these evil times of the 
Kali age in which the tastes of the people are wicked, has rendered insig- 
nificant even the glory of Shibi, and who being pure in soul, has by his 
virtuous conduct eclipsed the course of conduct of the Buddhist saints. 


{Enter Chanakya.) 

CHANAKYA : Say, friend say. 

Who bound with the skin of his garment the fire red with the mass 
of its mighty flames? Who reduced the ever-moving wind to a state of 
stillness with snares ? Who confined into a cage a lion with his mane still 
smelling of the rut-water of elephants? Who crossed by means of his 
arms the dAadful ocean, abounding in crocodiles and alligators? 

EXECUTIONERS : By your honor whose intellect is adept in statecraft. 

CHANAKYA : No, no, say not so. Say — ^by fate, the inveterate foe of 
the house of Nanda. 

RAKSHASA {oside) : This is the mean-minded — or rather noble-minded 
Kautalya. 

The mine of all shastras, as the ocean is of jewels, with those merits 
we are not pleased, being simply jealous. 

CHANAKYA {looking at Rakshasa; joyfully, to himself) : Ah, here is 
the minister Rakshasa, by whom, the great-minded one. 

The army of Vrishala and my own intelligence were seriously taxed 
for a long time with the heavy troubles of preparations, and of the devising 
of plans, which were the cause of protracted wakefulness. {Removes his 
veil, approaches Rakshasa,) 

O minister Rakshasa, I, Vishnugupta, salute you. 

RAKSHASA {oside) : ''Minister” is a humiliating epithet now. {Aloud,) 
Vishnugupta, please do not touch me, polluted by the touch (of an execu- 
tioner, a chandala). 

CHANAKYA : O minister Rakshasa, these are not chandalas. This one 
is a royal official named Siddharthaka whom you have already seen. This 
other here too is a servant of the king, Samiddharthaka by name. Poor 
Shakatadasa also was made to write that forged letter by me, he knowing 
nothing (about its nature). . . . Those (your) servants, Bhadrabhata 
and others, the letter written in that way, that Siddharthaka, those three 
sets of decoration, that your friend Bhadanta, the man you saw in the 
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old garden, and the trouble of the merchant, all these, oh valiant one# were 
devices of min* through my desire for Vrishala’s union with you. 

{Enter Chandragupta.) 


chandraAupta (approaching Chanakya) : Venerable sir, Chandra- 
gupta bows to you. 

CHANAKYA ! All your desires have been accomplished. Salute, there- 
fore, hie honor, your prime minister. 

RAKSiiASA (aside) : He has established the relationship. 

CHANDRAGUPTA (approaching Rakshasa) : Sir, Chandragupta bows 
to you. . . , 

Sir, just think — ^What have I not conquered in the world, when his 
honor and your honor are, as gurus, wide awake in the proper use of the 
six expedients ? 

RAKSHASA (osidc) I ... In this world a minister, although dull- 
minded, is sure to rise to an exalted position when he has to serve a proper 
person who is ambitious, whereas a minister, though of unerring policy, 
falls in the manner of a tree on the bank of a river when he has to deal 
witfi an unworthy master. 


CHANAKYA : ... If then you really wish to save Chandaliadasa’s life, 
accept this weapon (the badge of ministerial office). 


Unloose every tic except that of horses and elephants ; having fulfilled 
my solemn declaration, I will now simply tie up my hair. . . . 



INDIC WORD LIST 


Pali and Sanskrit words that appear more than once in the text have been spelled phonetically 
to aid the reader in pronouncing them. The accepted classical spellings are listed below. 


ahimsa 

Digha Nikaya 

mok$a 

samhita 

Ajatasatru 

Draupadi 

Mudrarak$asa 

samrat 

Ajivika 

gana 

Muptjaka 

samsara 

amatya 

Gahga (Ganges) 

Narada 

Sanchl 

Ananda 

Gita 

Nllakaptha 

sangha 

Andhra 

Gopala 

Nipata 

^^ahkara 

Anusasanaparva 

Gosala 

Nirvana 

Sahkhya 

Apastamba 

grama 

ni$ada 

sannyasin 

arajaka 

graman! 

niti 

Santiparva 

Aranyaka 

grhastha 

Nitisara 

sastra 

Arthasastra 

Gfhya 

Nltivakyamrta 

Satapatha 

Aryan 

guna 

nivrtti 

Satavahana 

Aryasura 

llarappa 

Pali 

senapati 

Asoka 

Har$a 

Pahcala 

Siddhartha 

asrania 

Hemacandra 

Paheatantra 

Siva 

Asvagho$a 

Himalaya 

Pancavimsa 

sloka 

asvamedha 

Hunas 

Pandava 

smrti 

Asians 

Iran 

Pandu 

Srauta 

atman 

Jataka 

Pandya 

srcoi 

avatara 

jati 

Panini 

sri 

Sana 

jhana 

Paiijab 

sruti 

Barhaspatya 

Kalidasa 

Parasurama 

stidra 

Baudhayana 

Kalihga 

pari$ad 

Sukranitisara 

Bhagavata 

kama 

Parsis 

Suhga 

Bharadvaja 

Kamandaka 

Parvati 

silta 

Bhima 

Kamandakiya 

Pataliputra 

sutra 

Bhf$nia 

Kaniska 

Patahjali 

svadharma 

Bimbisara 

Kasmlr 

pavrtti 

Svetasvatara 

Binduscira 

Katha 

Pitaka 

1'aittiriya 

Brahma [god] 

Katyayana 

Prajapati 

Tirukkural 

brahmacarin 

Kausitaki 

Prakrit 

Tiruvalluvar 

Brahmana 

Kautalya 

prakfti 

Upani$ad 

Brhadaranyaka 

Kautaliya 

Prthu 

Usanas 

Brhadratha 

kayastha 

Purana 

vairajya 

Brhaspati 

Kr$na (Krishna) 

Puru^asukta 

vaisya 

Buddhacarita 

krta 

Pu§yamitra 

vajapeya 

cakravartin 

K$atra 

raja 

Valmifa 

Canakya 

k§atriya 

rajanlli 

vanaprastha 

can<}ala 

Kumara 

rajanya 

varna 

Candragupta 

Kusana 

raja^sana 

var^asrama 

Calukya 

lihga 

rajasuya 

vartta 

Caulukya 

Mahabharata 

Rajput 

Varuna 

Cera 

mahamantrin 

rajya 

Vasisiha 

Chandogya 

mahamatta 

Rama 

Vayu 

Cdja 

maharaja 

Ramayana 

Vedanta 

da^fja 

Mahavamsa 

ra$tr& 

Vena 

dan^aniti 

Mahavira 

Rgveda 

vjra 

Dan<}in 

Mahayana 

r?i 

vis 

dasa 

mandala 

fta 

Visakhadatta 

Dasakumaracarita 

Maratha 

sabha 

Vi^nu 

Devanagarl 

matsyanyaya 

^kti 

Vftra 

Dharma^stra 

maya 

Sakya 

Vyasa 

Dharmasutra 

MImatpsa 

samadhi 

Yajnavalkya 

Dh^tara^tra 

Mitak$ara 

Samaveda 

Yudhi$thira 



CHRONOLOGICAL GUIDE 


A clironological table showing main events in Indian history and lit- 
erature from 2000 b.c, to a.d, 1000, and some non-Indian information for 
purposes of comparison, is given overleaf. Many of the dates are approxi- 
mate, some conjectural. 
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Brihaspafi Arthashastra 
Nitivakyamnta of Somadeva 




NOTES 


Complete titles, authors' names, and publication data are 
given in the Bibliography. 


CHAPTER 1 

1. Fortes and Evans-Pritchard [125], pp. 20f. “Bonds of utilitarian interest be- 
tween individuals and between groups a*‘e not so strong as the bonds implied in com- 
mon attachment to mystical symbols.” (Ibid., p. 23.) 

2. Karl Wittfogel [433]. 

3. Vide S. N. Kisenstadt, “The Study of Oriental Despotisms as Systems of Total 
Power,” The Journal of Asian Studies, XVII (May 1958), pp. 435ff. "Today it 
seems to be accepted that the political institutions are one part of the social structure, 
and that they are necessarily dependent on other institutions for their own smooth 
functioning. They are dependent on them for various material resources, for their 
basic legitimation, and for support for various policies and activities.” (Ibid., fr 445.) 

4. Karl Marx, Letter to Engels, London, 2 June 1853. 

5. yide (Tarlo Antoni, From History to Sociology (transl. •Hayden White, 
Detroit, 1959), pp. 16Sf. 

6. “Learning what a motive is belongs to learning the standards governing life 
in the society in which one lives ; and that again belongs to the process of learning to 
live as a social being.” (Winch [431], p. 83.) 

7. On the subject of Verstchen, indc Parsons [318], pp. 484(1. Weber argued that 
Vcrstchen must be verified hy empirical tests if it was to be regarded as having scien- 
tific validity. Cf. Winch [431], pp. 112ff. 

8. “The one tendency that vitiates the study of ancient Indian institutions ... is 
the attempt to concentrate on their purely political aspect as an indeixindent and iso- 
lated phenomenon. Since primitive institutions hardly admit of any attempt at dif- 
ferentiation of functions, social and political, there can be no correct appraisal of their 
nature unless we examine their various aspects in interrelation with one another.” 
(Sharma [389], p. 90.) 

9. Nilakanta Sastri [303], pp. 97-98. Renou speaks in a similar context of “the 
political chimera of ‘Dravidistan’ ” ([356], p. 125). For a brief review of ideological 
influences on Indian historiography, vide Sharma [389], chap. 1. 

10. Weber [425], p. 147. 

11. Ibid., 3m. 

12. W. Norman Brown [49], pp. 28Sf. 

13. A. K. Sen [382], p. 58, 

14. Vide B. K. Sarkar [377], p. 206. 

15. Cf. Krafylus, 412c, on the derivation of the term “just.” 

16. Bhagavad GUd, III, 35. 

17. Anjaria [7], pp. 184f. 

18. Edgerton [111], p. 151. 

19. Ananda Coomaraswamy, quoting the Arthashastra on government (“The 
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whole o( this science has to do with a victory over the powers of perception and 
action”), suggests that self-knowledge in every man is dependent on the ability to 
unite sacerdotium and regnum. Hence the duality has ethical as well as political 
connotations [70], pp. 88f. and passim), 

20. Manusmriti VII, 18. 

CHAPTER 2 

1. Vide Renou [358], p. 10. 

2. “Even when the sacrificcr at times looked up to some supra-mundane fruits, 
his conceptions of them were mostly colored by his mundane needs and cravings.” 
(Belvalkar and Ranade [27], p. 406.) Vide Chapter 4, Part 1, below. 

3. Rigveda IX, 113. 7ff. {Vide also VII, 88.5; X. 14.8, 15.7.) 

4. Rigveda I, 32flF. 

5. The fourth of the sacred Vedic texts, the Atharvaveda, is essentially a com- 
pilation of magical chants and practices. For an outstanding monograph on the 
Atharvaveda, vide Bloomfield [37]. 

6. Ernst Cassirer ([55], pp. ISf.) has commented, with reference to primitive 
forms of mythical thought, that “we are surprised to find to what a high degree the 
primitive mind feels the desire and need to discern and divide, to order and classify 
the elements of the environment. There is hardly anything that eseapes its constant 
urge for classification. Not only is human society divided into diverse classes, tribes, 
clans which have different customs, different social duties. The same division appears 
everywhere in nature.” On this exuberance of what he calls “the classifying instinct” 
znde (Cassirer, “Die Begriffsform im m 3 rthischen Dcnkcn,” Studien der Bibliothek 
Warburg (Leipzig, 1922), I. 

7. H. and II. A. Frankfort, “Myth and Reality,” in Frankfort et al, [127]. 

8. Vide Voegelin [419], pp. 16ff. On the reciprocal relationship of the social and 
the cosmic orders in ancient Greek belief, vide Werner Jaeger, The Theology of the 
Early Greek Philosophers (New York, 1947), p. 140. 

9. Shatapatha Brahmana V, 3.3.12. (The Brahmanas, cxegctical texts on the 
ritual, are discussed in Chapter 3.) 

10. Taittiriya Brahmana II, 2.10.1. 

11. Coomaraswamy [69], pp. 6-9. 

12. Vide, for example, Rigveda T, 113.6, and VIII, 35.16-18. There are also 
scattered references in the Rigveda to the life-stages of brahmacHrin (student), house- 
holder, and ascetic. 

13. E.g., Atharvaveda III, 4. 

14. Described in the Aitarey a Brahmana VII, 19. 

15. Rigveda X, 124.8. 

16. Jayaswal [199], 2d ed., p. 15, 

17. Rigveda X, 173. 2f. 

18. Rigveda IV, 42.8. 

19. Shatapatha Brahmana XIII, 4.4.3; V, 4.3.4. 

20. Atharvaveda VI, 87.1, 88.3. Jayaswal ([199], 2d ed., p. 194) translates the 
last line as “. . . for firmness the assembly here appoints you.” Firmness is a dis- 
tinctive quality of Indra. 

21. Atharvaveda IV, 8.4. 

22. Vide Ghoshal [143], “The Vedic Ceremonies of Royal and Imperial Conse- 
cration . . .” 

23. Rigveda I, 25.13; vide also Macdonell and Keith [243], II, 213. 

24. Rigveda I, 65.4; IV, 50.9. 

25. Radcliffe-Brown’s comments regarding the place of war and feud in primi- 
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Notes to Pages 23-37 

live African society are probably relevant to the tribal states of ancient India. “When 
such a war [of conquest] is successful it establishes one people as conquerors over 
another who arb thus incorporated into a larger political society, sometimes in an 
inferior position as a subject people. But the institution of war may take a different 
form in which two communities stand in a permanent relation such that war between 
them is always possibility and does from time to time occur, though neither seeks 
to conquer the*k)ther and absorb it as a conquered people in a larger political unity. 
In a political system of which this is true, the occurrence or the possibility of war 
gives us the readiest means of defining the political structure.” (Fortes and Evans- 
Pritchqfd [125], pp. xixf.) 

26. Rigveda VIII, 4.9; IX, 92.6; X, 97.6, 166.4, 191.3. 

27. Zimmer [437], pp. 172-77. 

28. /eiflrwdaX, 193.2-4. 

29. /?t\/z;frfaX,71; VII, 1.4. 

30. Rigveda I, 56.2, 159; Atharvaveda XVII, 1.15. 

31. RigvcdaWAA(S\ X, 173.6. 

32. Rigveda X, 173f. Vide also Atharvaveda III, 3-5 ; VI, 86-88. 

33. Hymn 22, Whitney transl. 


CHAPTER 3 


1. Parsons [316], pp. 375f. 

2. The author has found an unpublished essay by Robert N. Bcllah, “Some Sug- 
gestions for the Systematic Study of Religion” [26], particularly helpful in defining 
problems in the only partially explored area of the sociology of religion. 

3. Taittiriya Brahmana I, 5.9.4. “We must do what the gods did in the begin- 
ning” (Shatapatha Brahmana VII, 2.1.4). 

4. Vide Weber [425], p. 61. 

5. Kosambi [218], p. 126. 

6. Ibid., p. 25. 

7. Bcivalkar and Ranade [27], ])p. 28f. 

8., Shatapatha Brahmana I, 4.11 ; vide Hume [187], p. 84. Cf. Aitarcya Brah- 
mana VII, 19 ; Prajapati created the sacrifice, and after its introduction the priestly 
and governing powers were created. 

9. Shatapatha Brahmana IV, 1.4. 1-4. 

10. Shatapatha Brahmana I. 6.3.14; IT. 4.4.10, 19; X, 4.1.5. 

11. Aitareya Brahmana VIII, 1.4, 9.6; Shatapatha Brahmana V, 4.4.15; XII, 
7.3.1 ; Pahehavimsha Brahmana XI, 1.2; and Taittiriya Samhita II, 6.2.5, indicate 
the supremacy of the brahman ; Pahehavimsha Brahmana XIX, 1.4; Taittiriya Sani- 
hita II, 5.10.1 ; and Shatapatha Brahmana I, 3.2, and V, 4.2.7, suggest the superior 
position of the kshatriya class. 

12. Vide Parsons [316], p. 165; Gerth and Mills [139], pp. 333ff. 

13. Aitareya Brahmana VIII, 24. 

14. Shatapatha Brahmana II, 2.2.6. 

15. Aitareya Brahmana I, 14. The story appears also in Shatapatha Brahmana 
III, 4.2. Vide also Aitareya Brahmana VITI, 12.15, on the consecration of Indra. 

16. Shatapatha Brahmana XII, 9.3. Vide also V, 4.2.8, where a ten-generation 
royal family is mentioned. 

17. Shatapatha Brahmana III, 4.1.7. 

18. Jayaswal [199], p. 118. 

19. Vide Ingalls [191]. 

20. Apastamba Dharmasutra II, 4.9.11. 
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21. Apastamha Dharmasutra II, 10.27.18f.; Vishnu Dhartnasutra III, 3; Fa- 
shishthi (Vasisfha) Dharmasutra XIX, 7f. 

22. Apastamha II, 9.21-24; Gautama III, 3; Vashishtha VIII, 14-16. 

23. Rigveda VII, 86. 

24. Chandogya Upanishad III, 19. 

25. Caillois [51], pp. 60f. 

26. Wikander [429]. 

27. Caillois [51], pp. 65f. 

28. Maitri Upanishad VI, 14. 

29. Zimmer [441], p. 162. 

30. Mahabharata III, 27.5ff.; XII (Shantiparva), 73 and 74. 

31. Vide, especially, Dum6zil [103]. The Agni-Indra combination probably rep- 
resents the same principles. (Cf. Shatapatha Brahmana V, 3.5.32f.) 

32. Dumezil [102], pp. 63f. 

33. Dumezil [103], p. 49. 

34. Shatapatha Brahmana II, 4.4.18; IV, 1.4.1ff. 

35. Dumezil [100], p. 103. 

36. Caillois [51], p. 98. 

37. Dodds [98], p. 8. 

38. Cornford [72], p. 16. 

39. W. Norman Brown [49], p. 284. 

40. Zimmer [441], p. 163. 

41. Bhagavad Gita III, 35. 

4C. Dumezil [100], pp. 103f. 

43. Vide Dumezil [103], pp. 82f. 

44. Wikander [429]. 

CHAPTER 4 


1. Cornford [72], p. 114. 

2. Regarding expressive symbolism, vide Parsons [316], pp. 384ff. 

3. Vide Caillois [51], p. 23. 

4. Zimmer [441], pp. ^ff. ^ 

5. Ibid., pp. 73f . ; yo evam veda = **who knows thus.” 

6. Vide Dumont [104], pp. xiff. ; Dumont emphasizes the link between the horse 
sacrifice and the solar cult, and the identification of Prajapati with the solar year. 

7. Mahabharata XIV, 88.13f. 

8. 3/a/»a&Aara/o XIV, 89.41 ff*. 

9. Caillois [51], pp. 120f. . , « , . . 

10. Mauss [260], p. 4. (Mauss was a student of Durkheim and the Sanskritist 
Sylvain Levi. He was among the first to recognize the importance of the gift in primi- 
tive and ancient societies.) Cf. the “Gamester's Lament,” Rigveda X, 34. For the 
establishment of Yudhishthira's hegemony through the symbolic presentation of gifts 
to the “kings,” vide Mahabharata XIV, 89.31f. 

11. Shatapatha Brahmana XIV, 4.2.23ff. 

12. Held [171]. 

13. Shatapatha Brahmana V, 4.3. Iff. 

14. Sharma [389], p. 124; Sharma believes that the dice game and the cow raid 
are of Indian rather than Aryan origin. 

15. Rigveda II, 27.12. 

16. Vide Sharma [389], p. 122. 

17. Shantiparva26,2S^, 
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18. Chandogya Upanishad VII, 9.1 ; cf. Maitri Upanishad VI, 11. 

19. Taittiriya Upanishad II, 2. 

20. Mahabharata XIII, 63.5ff. 

21. Taittiriya Upanishad II, 2; Maitri Upanishad VI, 12. 

22. Taittiriya Brahmana II, 8.8. 

23. Brihadafanyaka Upanishad V, 12: “Only by entering into a unity do these 
deities reach the highest state.” 

24. Vide, e.g., Mahabharata XIII, 63.32 and 63.41 : ”In the absence of food, the 
five elements that form the body cease to exist in unison. . . . Thus from food, the 
Sun aivi the god of wind and vital seed spring and act. All these are said to form one 
element or quantity, and it is from these that all creatures originate.” 

25. Maitri Upanishad VI, 37 ; cf. Manu Dharmashastra III, 76. 

26. Taittiriya Upanishad III, 1. 

27. Zimmer [441], pp. 347f. 

28. Mahabharata XIII, 86.33. 

29. Mahabharata XII, 8.34. 

30. Mahabharata Xlll 59. 5f. 

31. Mahabharata XIII, 62.8. 

32. Mahabharata XIII, 93 . 19, 61 . 5. 

33. Mahabharata Xlll, 60.10, 61 . 1, 61 .9, and 61 .15. 

34. Vashishtha Dharmasutra XVII, 86. 

35. Moret and Davy [280], pp. 102, 99. 

36. Held [171], p. 203. 

37. Huizinga [186], pp. 56f. 

38. Rigveda III, 33.7 ; X, 61 . 13. 

39. Baudhayana Dharmasutra 1, 1 . 16. 

40. Hubert and Mauss [185], p. 64 (and passim), 

41. Shatapatha Brahmana I, 1.1. Iff. 

42. “The Doctrine of Grace in the Religious Thought of India,” in Campbell [54]. 

43. Zimmer [441], p. 338. 

44. Shatapatha Brahmana V, 1 . 1 .2 ; III, 2.2.4. 

45. Vide Aitareya Brahmana VII I, 28. 

46. Rigveda X, 8.5. 

47. Vide Maitri Upanishad Wl, 10. 

48. Hubert and Mauss [185], p. 130. Some scholars believe that the link between 
shamanism and the traditional religion may be such narcotics as soma or ambrosia or 
kava (vide James [198], p. 236). 

49. VIII, 48.3. 

50. Shatapatha Brahmana W, A. 2, Z, 

51. Sumahgala Vildsinl 1, 245, cited in Sharma [389], p. 138. 

52. Atharvaveda X, 7.32ff. 

53. Rigveda X, 16.3. 

54. Chandogya Upanishad IV, 4ff. 

55. Chandogya Upanishad III, 18.2. 

56. Brihadaranyaka Upanishad III, 2.13. 

57. Zimmer [441], p. 341. 

58. Kena Upanishad 14-28. 

59. Cornford [72], p. 41. 

60. Zimmer [441], p. 356. 

61. Cornford [72], p. 108. This theory provides an insight into the nature and 
role of the “culture hero” or avatar — such as Krishna and Rama. 

62. Brihadaranyaka Upanishad 1, 4.10; cf. Ill, 4 and 7. 
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63. Vide J. H. Moulton, Early Zoroastrianism (London, 1913), p. 395. Cf. St. 

Paul : beseech you . . . that you present your bodies as a living^ sacrifice, holy, 

acceptable to God.” 

64. Taittiriya Upanishad III, 10.6. 

65. Cornford [72], p. 181. 

66. Hume [187], pp. 65f. 

67. Zimmer [441], pp. 154f. 


CHAPTER 5 

1. Radhakrishnan [329], pp. 113f. ; Gandhi, among others, has pointed out that 
the caste system is not actually based on inequality. 
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Andhakas (s), 35, 279 

Andhras (s), 281n. See Satavahana 

animism, 16, 57n, 119, 122 

An j aria. J. J., 321 
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Antoni, Carlo, 155n 
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Anus (s)f 39 
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Apastamba Dharmasutra, 35, 37, 71n, 149n, 
235n, 324, 327, 339 
Apollo, 120n 
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Aquinas, St. Thomas, 114, 136, 299 
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114, 116, 125, 129, 154, 156n, 160, 195, 
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atman, 65, 66, 80, 91, 92n, 102 
Augustine, St., 173, 245, 257n 
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300 passim. See also king : character and 
authority of, divinity ; charisma ; power 
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Baudhayana Dharmasutra, 35, 36, 37, 54, 
87, 235n 

Bellah, R. N., 44n, 323, 329 
Belvalkar, S. K., 80n, 322, 323, 327 
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Bhagavad Gita, 9, 41, 114, 121, 129n, 130, 
132, 133, 144, 148-56, 157, 158, 164, 
201n, 249, 284, 290, 332 
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Bhagavatas (r), 153n, 154 
bhakti (r), 120f. 122, 124, 128, 155 
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Bhavisyottara Purana, 12 On 
Bhima (h), 39, 43, 134 
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Bloomfield, M.. 107n, 318 
Blunt, E. A. H., 76 
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Botero, Giovanni, 222 
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Bracton, 3 j8 
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111, 116, 118, 130, 144, 154, 197, 222, 
229, 254, 285, 290, 293n, 297, 2?9n. See 
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77, 78, 85, 90. 91. See also by name 
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229, 232f, 237-39, 242, 337 
Brown, Norman O., 125n 
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Budha Gupta (k), 187 
Btihler, G^org, 149n, 230, 336 



* Index 


361 


Burckhardt, J., 207 

2. 56, 7i 85, 92, 95, 96, 160, 
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285n, 289, 290, 292, 298, 300, 327 ; origin 
and development, 19, 29, 31, 39. 72-gO, 
104. 114, 144. 231. 243, 298; tjpes of^ 
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